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PREFACE

Over the last decade, interest in early intervention programs at the secondary school
level, such as Talent Search, has grown by leaps and bounds among policy makers and educators.
Both have recognized that early awareness and intervention programs play an important role in
helping economically disadvantaged students to stay in school, to make the most of their school

experience, and to pursue further education after high school.

The Talent Search program offers young people academic, financial and personal
counseling; tutoring; career exploration; information on postsecondary education and financial aid;
and many other services. Operating through institutions of higher education, public and private
community organizations, and public schools, Talent Search touches the lives of over 285,000
students a year.

The J.S. Department of Education has not launched an evaluation of the Talent
Search program in almost 20 years. However, evaluations of the two other original TRIO
programs for disadvantaged students--Student Support Services and Upward Bound--are currently
underway. The Department of Education plans to conduct an evaluation of Talent Search
beginning in Fiscal Year 19%4.

In order to assist staff at the Department of Education in thinking about the
important questions this evaluation should address and the research designs and methods that
should be employed, the Department’s Office of Policy and Planning (OPP) commissioned six
papers that would examine these issues. The general purpose of the papers was to help
Department of Education staff address the following questions:

. Which policy questions are most important to attempt to answer through an
evaluation of Talent Search?

. Which program impacts are most important to examine, and which are possible
to measure through an evaluation?

. Which research methods would make sense to use in evaluating Talent Search
given the nature of the program and the questions that the Department of
Education might want to answer through an evaluation?




The papers, prepared over the summer of 1992, formed the basis of the Design
Conference for the Evaluation of Talent Search, which was convened on September 30, 1992. The
authors and other participants discussed the papers and offered a wide range of ideas as to how

the program should be evaluated.

This report is a compilation of the commissioned papers, preceded by a synthesis of

the major themes that emerged during the conference.
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DESIGN CONFERENCE FOR THE EVALUATION OF TALENT SEARCH
Synthesis of Major Themes

Ellen Tenenbaum
Westat, Inc.

Introduction

The Talent Search program originated in the Higher Education Act of 1965 to
identify financially needy students and help them take advantage of the newly authorized
Educational Opportunity Grant Program. As a discretionary grant program based at colleges and
universities and nonprofit agencies, Talent Search was designed to: (a) identify youths of extreme
financial or cultural need with an "exceptional potential" for postsecondary education and
encourage them to complete secondary school and undertake further education; (b) publicize
availability of student financial aid; and (c) encourage secondary school or college dropouts to
reenter educational programs.

Administered by the Office of Postsecondary Education of the U.S. Department of
Education, Talent Search is one of several federally funded college-based programs for
disadvantaged students collectively known as the TRIO Programs. In academic year 1991-92,
Talent Search funding of $59,568,000 was awarded to 295 postsecondary institutions and nonprofit
agencies to serve a total of over 285,000 persons. Individual Talent Search p;rojects range in size,

with most serving between 500 and 1,000 participants.

Talent Search projects supplement the normal secondary school precollege counseling
services. Project-based Talent Search counselors work through the schools, providing students

from 6th-12th grade with a variety of services:

] Academic, financial, or personal counseling

. Career exploration and aptitude assessment

] Assistance with the re-entry process to high school or college
] Information on postsecondary education

] Information on student financial assistance




. Assistance in completing college admissions testing, college admissions
applications, and financial aid applications

. Special activities for 6th through 8th graders

The first national evaluation of Talent Search was conducted by Research Triangle
Institute (RTI) in the early 1970s. (J.N. Pyecha and others, 1975: 4 Study of the National Upward
Bound and Talent Search Programs. Report to the U.S. Department of Education. Washington,
D.C.: U.S. Office of Education.) The evaluation currently being planned for 1994 will be the first
large-scale evaluation of Talent Search since that time. In addition to this evaluation, evaluations
of the Student Support Services and Upward Bound programs, also under TRIO, are in progress.
The focus of all these evaluations is on improvement - improvement of federal policy,

improvement of federal management, and improvement of program practices.

In light of the technical challenges that the evaluation of Talent Search presents,
experts were commissioned to prepare six papers on topics pertinent to evaluation of the Talent
Search program. The authors discussed their papers and related issues at a conference convened
by the U.S. Department of Education on September 30, 1992. This paper synthesizes the major

themes that emerged from the papers and the discussions that took place at the conference.

Given that there has been so little previous research on Talent Search, the
Department of Education’s objective was to obtain a wide array of advice from experts. The
conterence did not strive for consensus. The purpose of this paper, accordingly, is to reflect the
variety of views that were expressed as to how the evaluation of Talent Search might be designed.

It should not be regarded as constituting a complete or coherent evaluation design.

The authors, their affiliations, and the titles of their papers are listed below. Where
similar titles are shown, the intent was to assign the same general topic area to different authors

and thus gain a variety of views.

to




Thomas A. Angelo
Director, Academic Development Center
Boston College

"Designing a Useful and Appropriate Evaluation of Talent Search: What are the
Most Important Design Questions to Consider?"

Alvia Y. Branch
Vice President, Public/Private Ventures
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

"Talent Search: Issues for an Evaluation”
Ann Coles
Executive Director
Higher Education Information Center

Boston, Massachusetts

"Perspectives on an Evaluation of Talent Search: Interviews with Talent Search Staff"

Amaury Nora Alberto F. Cabrera
Associate Professor of Higher Education Assistant Professor
University of Illinois at Chicago Department of Educational

Administration and Policy Studies
State University of New York-Albany

"Measuring Program Outcomes: What Impacts are Important to Assess, and What
Impacts are Possible to Measure?"

James E. Rosenbaum
Professor of Sociology, Education and Social Policy
Northwestern University

"Review of Two Studies of Talent Search: The Research Triangle Institute’s 1975
Study of Talent Search and Paul Franklin’s 1985 Study for the Coliege Board”

William T. Trent
Associate Professor of Educational Policy Studies and Sociology
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign

"Measuring Program Impact: What Impacts are Important to Assess, and What
Impacts are Possible to Measure? A Proposal for Research”
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In addition to the authors and the Office of Policy and Planning, other Department of
Education offices and the National Council of Educational Opportunity Associations were

represented. The complete list of conference participants follows the set of papers in this volume.

This paper summarizes the authors’ observations and suggestions on five major

themes that emerged from the conference. The themes can be characterized as follows:

] Objectives of the Talent Search program, past and present
. Objectives of the evaluation

] Identifying and measuring Talent Search impacts

] Other methodological issues

x Time frame for the next evaluation

Objectives of the Talent Search Program

Talent Search is a program in flux. Talent Search originally was intended to serve a
small number of students with exceptional potential--11th and 12th grade students who needed
only a little information and counseling to ensure their successful pursuit of higher education--and
this could be provided at little cost. Over the years, however, the program opened its doors not
only to students with exceptional potential but to a much broader range of students with a larger
set of needs. Now that it must also serve intermediate-level students, one must ask about the

relationship between today’s target populations and the resources that are brought to bear.

The Talent Search program was established in the mid-1960s as part of the Equal
Opportunity Grant (EOG) legislation. EOG grants were t0 go to exceptionally needy,
exceptionally talented students. It emerged as part of the civil rights movement to provide access
to college for black students. The colleges said they did not know where the exceptionally needy,
exceptionally talented black students were. The job of Talent Search, then, was to search out these

students and provide them with EOG grants.

The target population for Talent Search has changed--and greatly expanded--since the

program’s origins in the mid-sixties, and the program’s resourcss may not have caught up with the
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needs. Talent Search in the 1960s was directed toward those minority students whose grades may
have been high but who, for lack of money and because of racial issues, were denied access to
college. Over the years, however, the group of target students greatly expanded to include those
with more complex needs that may have hindered their ability to do well academically, to include
increasing numbers of students who have fallen through the cracks at school and to include more
students who are poor and meet the eligibility requirements. Talent Search is. in a sense, a
different program from what it was originally, and the consensus of the conference participants
was that a realistic evaluation of it should take these changes into account.

Although financial factors were initially seen as the primary obstacle to college
enrollment for disadvantaged, largely minority youngsters, this view has been superseded by one
that also emphasizes cultural, academic, and informational barriers. As a result, under the 1952
Amendments of the Higher Education Act, Talent Search projects may include early intervention
programs for eligible students in grades 6 through 8. Talent Search at this level is to provide a
wide range of services, that may include academic tutoring, course planning, instruction in study
skills and test taking, parent involvement, college orientation, and follow-up into high school. In
addition, new types of coordination between Talent Search projects and non-federal programs with
similar objectives are also being encouraged. These developments reflect the changing nature of
Talent Search and the possibilities for proposing future directions for the program. Still, Talent
Search was and remains a relatively low-intensity program--both on its own and when viewed

among the full set of TRIO programs and services.

Issues i0 Address Thkrough Evaluation

Participants agreed that the evaluation’s overall effort should match the kind of
program that Talent Search is today. In Branch’s view, evaluators tend to take a modest program
and use such "heavy artillery" methods as multi-site random assignment and iong-term impact
assessment with econometric modeling to evaluate it. What is needed is a realistic perspective that
does not expect to find long-term outcomes (such as higher college graduation rates) from a low-

intensity program such as Talent Search.

At the same time, since Talent Search is not a high-budget or high-intensity program.

it cannot be evaluated as isolated from other experiences. Its relationships to the school’s normal

n




counseling services, to Upward Bound, and to other programs operating at the school are complex.
In an evaluation, Talent Search must be assessed in the context of these other services to which

participants may be exposed. The objectives and design of the Talent Search evaluation must
therefore be multifaceted. |

The questions that authors suggested be addressed in this evaluation could fall into
four major groupings:

n Talent Search and the student
n Talent Search and the school
. Talent Search and the community

. Effective practices of Talent Search projects

Talent Search and the Student

1. What services do Talent Search students receive? How intensive are its
services, and how appropriate are they given the needs of the student? What
services do Talent Search students receive that they would not otherwise

receive, or receive to the same degree?

2. Defining who is a Talent Search participant is an evaluation issue. How many
contacts does it take to record a student as a Talent Search participant? This
varies by site evidzntly. Moreover, students receiving Talent Search services
and counseling often do not associate the service or counselor specifically with
"Talent Search." They may know it by another name, or they may not know
they are in a discrete program called Talent Search.

3. Does Talent Search increase the likelihood that participants will go on to

college, compared with similar students not served by Talent Search?




Does Talent Search increase the likelihood that participants will graduate high

school? The main goal of some Talent Search projects is to encourage students

who would potentially drop out to continue on and earn a high school diploma.

Do Talent Search participants going to college receive adequate financial aid to
meet their expenses and better financial aid packages than if they had not been
assisted?

Are Talent Search participants more knowledgeable about college and
financial aid application processes than they would have been without Talent
Search? Rosenbaum elaborated that Talent Search has assumed that low-
income youths need information, and that publicizing information about
colleges and financial aid can help them attend postsecondary schools. Given
the complications involved in making these applications, this is certainly true,
he said. But what it also suggests is that we need to gather clear information
about exactly what needs to be conveyed to students. This would be extremely
helpful to Talent Search projects; quite possibly different projects have found
different ways to do this well. This needs to be studied and disseminated,

Rosenbaum suggested.

For those projects that emphasize academic services, is the academic
performance of Talent Search students better than if they had not
participated? Project directors interviewed by Coles believed that for the
intensively academic middle-school Talent Search projects this was an
important question. At the high school level, however, if Talent Search does
not provide academic services, then Talent Search cannot be held accountable

for raising academic performance.

Are Talent Search students’ college retention rates higher than ihose of similar
students who were not served? While evervone in Coles’ survey wanted to
learn about participants’ college retention patterns, about half of them believed
that given the limited resources and limited services of Talent Search, Talent

Search cannot be held accountable for students ¢ e they enter college.
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Rosenbaum’s paper reanalyzed RTI’s reported success rates in postsecondary
institutions; he suggested that there are possible differences ir- success rates for
different types of postsecondary institutions. The next evaluation should be

sensitive to different types of placements.

Trent, a Talent Search director in the early 1970s, preferred to think of Talent
Search as an information delivery system and, as such, a program with relatively
short-term goals: (1) an effective information delivery system, and (2) effective
assistance to students in completing and submitting their college applications
and financial aid forms. An evaluation of Talent Search, he believed, should

measure the extent to which these goals are met.

The goal of increasing participants’ postsecondary enrollment, he felt, should
not be a fundamental criterion for evaluating the effectiveness of the program;
while postsecondary enrollment is an appropriate measurable outcome, Talent
Search should not be held accountable--in terms of funding renewal or as a
policy requirement--for achieving high rates of postsecondary enroliment,

retention, or graduation.

What are the effects of Talent Search on students’ aspirations and motivation--
exerted directly, and through family involvement?

Are the program’s objectives for students too ambitious? Branch said that
programs tend to seek to achieve outcomes, through an injection of
interventions, that are too ambitious and do not take into account the complex,
entrenched problems of the youths’ lives. There is a basic mismatch between
the nature of their problems and the outcomes the program expects from a one-
time intervention. What is needed, Branch suggested, is a series of
interventions that, while they cannot match the seriousness of the problems,
would attempt realistically to meet them through early intervention and
continuity of care over a several-year period. To what extent do Talent Search

programs provide a reasonable match?
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Talent Search and the School

1. On a general policy level, what are the gaps in the schools’ core counseling
services that seem to require Talent Search or similar external programs?
According to Resenbaum, Congress, in designing Talent Scarch, decided that
low-income youth were not being adequately served by the public schools, and
indications are that assumption is correct. There is no systematic information
about what precollege counseling services are being provic / the public
schools. Talent Search raises the policy question of what se...ces are being
provided by the high schools, and why high schools don’t, as a matter of course,
provide the additional services that Talent Search projects are providing. One
must ask why schools have difficulty helping these students. This evaluation will
not be able to address this point completely, but it should consider what public

schools are doing in these.areas where Talent Search projects are operating.

2. On a more specific level, what is the relationship between Talent Search and
the school, and how can it be improved? One can look at Talent Search within
a school in the context of other programs within that school to understand the
whole. How does Talent Search work relative to the efforts of the school as a
whole to improve its capacity to prepare students better for graduation and
college? Is Talent Search perceived as a program that complements or
enhances school efforts, duplicates existing efforts, enables schools to direct

their efforts elsewhere, or uproots the school’s own precollege counseling role?

The ways in which different Talent Search projects relate to their schools were
discussed. For example, a project could marshal its limited resources to
enhance a school’s entire core precollege counseling services; or a project could
use its resources to serve Talent Search students individually. A school might
welcome Talent Search counselors or see them as a threat. The relationship
between Talent Search counselors and the regular school counselors should be
described and analyzed, several conference participants believed. To what
extent does Talent Search supplement or substitute for the school’s core

services, and what are the implications of each role?




Talent Search and the Community

1. What is the relationship between Talent Search and the postsecondary

institutions in its service area, and how can it be improved?

2. What is the relationship between Talent Search and the community
organizations to which Talent Search counselors refer students, and how can
they be better coordinated?

3. What community organizations contribute funds or volunteers to Talent Search,

and how can such relationships be encouraged?

4. To what extent does student participation in Talent Search affect the
motivation of siblings, relatives, or friends to seek out Talent Search or consider

pursuing higher education?

Effective Practices of Talent Search Projects

A major objective of this evaluation, participants agreed, must be to produce
information and results that are directly useful to Talent Search directors and
staff for improvement of their programs. Effective practices should be
identified and described that will improve projects’ methods of recruiting and
selecting students, keeping records, sharing information with students, helping
them apply for admission and financial aid, targeting services to the age level of
the students, coordinating with schools and postsecondary institutions, and

maximizing the use of resources.

Finally, a crosscutting goal of the Talent Search evaluation--to be applied to all of the
objectives--is to discover the factors contributing to success of Talent Search programs in their own
settings, relative to the goals each project has set for itself, and the particular needs of its students.
Angelo elaborated on this point by suggesting that the next evaluation should define success in
several different ways, acknowledging that success will mean different things in different Talent

Search settings. Further, being successful at informing students should be gauged differently from
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being successful at motivating students. In short, the evaluation, according to conference
participants, should disaggregate outcomes such as “success’-- to learn not just "What works?" but

what works for whom, when, and under what circumstances.

Ideatifying and Measuring Talent Search Impacts

There has not been a study of the net program impact of Talent Search. Moreover,
the RTI report and a subsequent College Board report concluded that it is not possible to measure
net program impacts on student participants in a low-intensity program such as Talent Search.
(P.L. Franklin, 1985: Helping Disadvantaged Youth and Adults Enter College: An Assessment of
Two Federal Programs. Washington, D.C.: College Entrance Examination Board.) The meeting
opened up questions as to the possibility of assessing program impacts, whether by attempting to
measure net program impacts or by assessing program impacts through other strategies, and
whether a nationally representative study is necessary to address impacts, or whether more limited

approaches can be effectively employed.

Short-term versus long-term impacts on participants.  Several conference
participants argued that because Talent Search cannot be held responsible for student outcomes in
the postsecondary years, the evaluation should not be measuring net impact in terms of college
retention or graduation rates of former Talent search participants. By the same token, however,
the Talent Search directors Coles interviewed want very much to know the patterns of college
progression among students who were in Talent Search and went on to college. Moreover,
apparently many Talent Search programs maintain follow-up data on their students, making it

possible to perform some kind of postsecondary analysis.

Most participants believed that the evaluation can and should measure college
enrollment rates of Talent Search participants, as well as high school graduation rates. Trent,
however, suggested that the impacts of Talent Search should be viewed more narrowly and
measured primarily in terms of whether Talent Search students were adequately informed,

adequately assisted with forms, and adequately counseled by the Talent Search program.
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Quantitative or qualitative indicators of program impact. It was generally believed
that a rigorous, national quantitative analysis alone would be costly, would be difficult to do in
terms of identifying appropriate student comparison groups, znd might find very small net
program impacts. Moreover, many of the evaluation’s objectives could be examined through
qualitative analysis of program impacts, such as site visits at the project level and the school level.
In this vein, the next evaluation will need to incorporate both quantitative and qualitative
indicators of program impact.

Assessing Talent Search outcomes at each stage of the college choice process. The
paper submitted by Nora and Cabrera suggested that a young person’s needs differ at various ages
and grade levels, that Talent Search services should be appropriately tailored, and that program
impacts should be assessed at each stage accordingly. Four stages were suggested by the co-
authors as calling for a tailored set of Talent Search services:

L In the predisposition stage, which begins as early as 7th grade, occupational and
educational aspirations are first developed, and parents ' .ave a major influence.
Program impacts would assess students’ academic skills, aspirations, and
whether they enrolled in a college preparatory curriculum. The co-authors
suggested that Talent Search programs at this stage include (1) career
exploration and decision-making workshops; (2) academic tutoring; (3) visits to
colleges and workplaces; (4) assessing academic potentia’ through standardized

tests; and (5) self-esteem and self-concept workshops.

2. In the search phase, spanning 10th through 11th grades, the student develops
firm aspirations to pursue college and accumulates information on higher
education options. Visiting campuses, obtaining catalogs, and talking with
friends about college are some of the activities of students in this phase.
Program impacts would assess the extent to which students arrived at a
narrowed list of possible postsecondary institutions, and obtained information
on them. Examples of possible Talent Search services at this stage include (1)
counseling to help students narrowing their postsecondary choices; (2)
collecting and disseminating information on the variety of postsecondary
educational opportunities; (3) providing academic tutorial sessions; and )]

participating in "College Days" activities.




w

The choice phase, from the end of 11th grade through 12th grade, is marked by
a matching process between the student’s academic strengths, ability to meet
costs, proximity of the postsecondary institution, and other factors leading to a
final selection of schools. Some program impacts at this stage include student
awareness of costs, financial aid, and admission standards, as well as actual
submission of applications. Some examples of appropriate Talent Search
intervention strategies in the choice phase are (1) counseling assistance in
filling out admissions and financial aid forms; (2) collecting and disseminating
information on student financial aid and academic assistance; (3) tutoring and

academic summer programs; and (4) coilege orientation workshops.

4, The process concludes with the enrollment stage, characterized by final
selection and then enrollment and attendance at a postsecondary institution.
The size of the financial aid package has a critical influence at this stage.
Program impacts to assess would include the incidence of pre-registration,
applying for financial aid, enrollment, and attendance. Talent Search services
for this phase should include (1) counseling in filling out admissions, financial
aid, and application forms; and (2) following up on the status of admission,

financial aid, and actual enrollment of students.

Other Methodological Issues

Appropriateness of a single national evaluation. Given that Talent Search takes
many different forms and serves students of different age groups, several conference participants
thought that a single national evaluation may not be the recommended approach to take in
evaluating this program. While Talent Search will be described nationally as a whole, describing
the variety of types of Talent Search programs and settings must constitute a major component of
the evaluation. In this vein, a case study component warrants consideration. Angelo suggested
that before determining the design of the full-fledged evaluation. a few demonstration evaluations

might be conducted at certain sites.

Comparison groups. One challenge in designing an evaluation of Talent Search is

how to identify appropriate student comparison groups in an attempt to compare impacts of




Talen! Search on participants versus nonparticipants. Among possibilities considered were to
compare participants and nonparticipants (having similar characteristics) within a single school; or
to compare Talent Search participants in Talent Search schools with students in non-Talent Search
schools that have characteristics similar to those of the Talent Search schools. Under the latter
idea, the school may be the unit of analysis, given that Talent Search affects the school it serves.
One could compare graduation rates or college enrollment rates for schools that have Talent
Search with those of demographically similar schools that do not have Talent Search. Again,
‘though, the differing goals of individual Talent Search programs would have to be taken into
account in such a comparative study. Moreover, many high schools have several intervention
programs--not only Talent Search--making comparability more difficult to attain.

An alternative kind of comparison--apart from one that attempts to measure overall
net impact by utilizing comparison groups of students--is to compare the goals, services, practices,
and outcomes across Talent Search programs. For example, in accounting for the 60-90 percent
spread in college placemeit rates among the Talent Search directors Coles interviewed, one can
discover factors that underlie those differences by looking across Talent Search programs. Certain
differences across programs could be related to different placement rates. One type of
differentiating characteristic would be the particular goals that projects may have. For example, a
project whose main goal is to ensure students’ graduation from high school might not expect to

produce high college placement rates.

In exploring the possibility of comparing Talent Search projects, it was considered
important to identify clear categories of Talent Search projects along which they could be
compared--in their goals, strategies, targeted students, or demographic characteristics. A number
of conference participants believed this to be a worthwhile activity likely to generate valuable

information about effective practices in Talent Search programs.

Existing data sources. The most current Talent Search data come from the projects’
Annual Performance Reports. The very limited interpretive power of the Performance Report
data confirmed the general view of meeting participants that the Performance Report forms must
be redesigned. For example. many Talent Search services listed on the form (for which grantees
were to note whether the service was provided and the number of participants served) were so
lacking in definition (e.g., counseling, computer-assisted instruction) that one cannot meaningfully

describe what these activities entail and the extent to which they take place in Talent Search
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projects. Age groupings were not broken down further than age 12 to 18, so the intermediate-level
Talent Search component could not be analyzed separately from the high school component.
Further, the Performance Reports provide only a snapshot of a project at one point and do not
convey the incidence of students’ continuation in the project or into postsecondary education from
year to year.

Since cla ity of definition has been lacking in studies of Talent Search, Trent proposed
that this evaluation’s research strategy should establish clear definitions early on. He suggested
that qualitative strategies do this better than quantitative strategies; qualitative strategies do better
at grounding people in an understanding both of process and of operating definitions people use.
Using qualitative strategies early on allows one to develop better definitions and indicators to use
in the survey research stage.

Trent also recommended using data from the national surveys High School and
Beyond (HSB), the National Educational Longitudinal Survey (NELS), and the National
Longitudinal Survey (NLS). For example, the responses of those HSB participants who reported _
themselves as having been in Talent Search could be analyzed for purposes of descriptive
information. Unfortunately, Department of Education participants noted, the variable pertaining
to participation in Talent Search and similar programs contains a great deal of measurement error,

since, at the local level, many Talent Search programs are known to students by other names.

Time Frame for the Next Evaluation

Angelo envisioned the Talent Search evaluation to be a multi-year study. He
suggested that perhaps a year should be taken to design and send out RFPs for several
demonstration evaluations of Talent Search programs that have different characteristics or
settings. Based on those initial findings, another RFP would be released, with the whole study

taking five to six years.

Angelo suggested that an overall evaluation of this program would contain four

components or stages:
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1.  a retrospective or descriptive stage, to include the demonstrations suggested
above;

2. a redesign stage, involving a conference to examine all the results to date and
consider changing program guidelines or regulations as well as designing the
remainder of the evaluation;

3.  aprospective stage during which the bulk of the evaluation is conducted; and,
4. a dissemination stage, including training and outreach components, to

incorporate recommended practices into actual Talent Search projects.

Discussion among conference participants suggested that the time frame of the
evaluation would depend in part on decisions to measure shorter-term or longer-term outcomes.
If the study involves looking at postsecondary enrollment and attendance, for example, this would
call for a longer time frame.
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A Note to Readers

Throughout this paper. I make assumptions, raise issues, suggest criteria, and present options that
invite challenge and discussion. Although this may be a somewhat unusual approach, it’s my hope
that this "monologue” will serve to stimulate spirited, constructive conversations among those
charged with designing the Talent Search evaluation.




Designing a Useful and Appropriate Evaluation of Talent Search:
What Are the Most Important Design Questions to Consider?

Thomas A. Angelo

1. Overview and Assumptions

What is the most effective and appropriate way to evaluate the Talent Search
program? This paper takes a first step toward answering that question by focusing on broad
conceptual and practical issues that must be addressed in order to design a useful evaluation rather
than on more specific technical issues of measurement and data analysis. Because responses to
these overall design questions will determine, in large part, the outcomes of the Talent Search

evaluation, they need to be raised and answered first.

"No matter how precise your measurement or how sophisticated your analyses, you
risk failure if your research is not well planned. You can’t fix by analysis what you
bungled by design.” (Light, Singer, and Willett, 1990. vii-viii, emphasis original.)}

One way to reduce the risk of "bungling by design," is to begin the design process by
raising very basic questions, such as the following:

. Why is the Talent Search program being evaluated now? (What are the main
purposes of this evaluation?)

. For whom is it being done? (Who are its audiences?)

. How will the results be used? (What difference is the evaluation likely to
make?)

In response to the three questions above, I have made several assumptions which

undergird the rest of the paper. If they are not valid, then what follows will surelv be of little use.

Lmis quote is taken from By Design. Planming Rescarch in Higher Education by Richard Light. Judith Singer. and John Willett
(Harvard University Press, 1990). In prepanag this draft. I've drawn repeatedly on their design suggestions.
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Therefore, it’s important to make those assumptions explicit now, so that they can be carefully
scrutinized and, if need be, corrected.

Why is the Talent Search program being evaluated now? (What are the main
purposes of this evaluation?)

The related questions of timing and purpose are particularly relevant in this case,
since the last evaluation of the Talent Search (TS) program was launched nearly 20 years ago, and
its results published in 1976.2 1 assume that the decision to evaluate the Talent Search program
again now is motivated by the widespread general interest in assessing the effectiveness of
federally funded programs in education. In other words, I have no reason to believe that the
Talent Search program is being singled out for evaluation at this time because of perceived poor

performance, or because it has been targeted to be cut for budgetary reasons.

Further, I assume that the Talent Search program evaluation will have five main
purposes. First, it will seek to determine -- or reliably estimate -- the extent to which the Talent
Search program as a whole achieves its broad goals, at what cost, and the range of variation in
effectiveness among local projects. Second, the evaluation will try to determine which types of
services, of the many that Talent Search projects offer, are generally most useful and effective.
Third, it will attempt to discover -- or validate -- some general characteristics of particularly
successful Talent Search programs in order to develop useful guidelines for selection and
implementation. Fourth, the evaluation will aim to identify, much more specifically, what kinds of
Talent Search services and programs work best for whom and in what circumstances, once again to
develop guidelines for more effective design and practice. And fifth. I assume that it will shape the
program’s policies and practices on record-keeping and reporting, making future program

evaluations less burdensome and more inthrmative.

If these assumptions are correct, then the overriding purpose for evaluating the
Talent Search program now is to improve its effectiveness at encouraging and assisting

academically able but economically disadvantaged young people to successfully complete high

2 Durham. N.C. Rescarch Triangle Insuitute. Center for Educational Research and Evaluazuon. A Study of the Nanonal Upward Bound
and Talent Search Programs: Final Report. Washington: Department of HEW. Educauon Division. Office of Education, Office of
Planning, Budgeung. and Evaluation. 1976.
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school and to pursue further education. Consequently, the Taient Search program evaluation

should be more prospective than retrospective, and more formative than summative.

For whom is it being done? (Who are its audiences?)

In relation to the assumed purposes listed above, I also assume that the evaluation
will be done to meet the requirements and interests of specific "audiences.” In designing the

evaluation, determining whose questions and needs it should address is critical. The four main

audiences I envision are ranked in order of their interest in the evaluation and its likely impact on
them. The first audience will be staff members in the Department of Education responsible for
the Talent Search programn. The second audience will be those administering ongoing Talent
Search projects and those interested in applying for awards to start new projects. The third will be
external "auditors,” such as the OMB or CBO, and Congressional committees concerned with
appropriations and oversight. And the fourth audience will consist of the educational evaluation

and assessment "community." academics and professionals who may profit from studying this

evaluation’s design, methods, and results.

How will the Talent Search program evaluation results be used? (What difference is
the evaluation likely to make?)

While it’s necessarv to keep in mind who will use the results of the Talent Search
evaluation in order to focus it to meet specific needs, it's not sufficient. To design well, it is also

critical to make some assumptions about how and for what those audiences will use the evaluation

results to benefit the clients mentioned above.

Based on my assumptions about the evaluation’s purposes, I expect that Department
of Education staff would use the results to revise guidelines for awarding grants to new and
continuing Talent Search projects; to provide specific. practical advice and more effective
consultation to local project directors and staff: to comply with external requests for evaluation

information: and to guide and improve future program evaluation efforts.
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Those administering local Talent Search projects would use the evaluation results to

direct and strengthen their efforts, and applicants for awards would follow these guidelines in

designing their project proposals to increase the likelihood of being selected.

It is also possible, of course, that the evaluation results could lead the Department
staff to propose significant changes in the structure or funding levels of the Talent Search program.
They might even lead to the design of new programs to encourage and assist economically

disadvantaged students to prepare for and succeed in postsecondary education.

External reviewers and policy and decision-makers are likely to use the results of this
evaluation to help them evaluate Talent Search program funding requests and set budget
priorities. As demands on available federal funds continue to increase, it is reasonable to assume
that programs which provide the Secretary of Education and Congress with understandable,
convincing evidence of effectiveness will be more likely to have funding continued or increased --

or, at least, less likely to have funding cut.

Lastly, if the Talent Search evaluation is successful, evaluation and assessment
professionals are likely to look to the results for lessons and guidelines that can be applied in the

evaluation of similar programs.

2. Criteria for Effective Program Evaluation

Just as it is important to make assumptions that undergird an evaluation design
explicitly, it is valuable to summarize the criteria one uses to judge the effectiveness of educational
program evaluation. The following list of twelve criteria, though not exhaustive. is a synthesis of
my personal experience and my reading of the relevant literature. My subsequent discussion of the

Talent Search program evaluation design will reflect thesc criteria.
To be most effective, the Talent Search program evaluation should:

L evaluate what the program actually does: not just what it is assumed or
supposed to be doing;

!J

respect reasonable and necessary diversity and differences in lecal projects;
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10.

1L

12,

actively involve local project staff, school and college personnel, parents and
students - and others likely to be affected by the results -- in designing and

carrying out the evaluation, and in drawing lessons from and disseminating the
results;

incorporate and build on already occurring evaluation, whenever possible, to
avoid burdensome redundancy;

evaluate process as well as performance and outcomes;
use multiple and varied evaluation methods and measures;

be carried out at various points over a sufficient period of time to detect and
measure changes;

be sensitive and powerful enough to detect meaningful effects;

provide information for improving the quality of the overall program and local
projects to those most affected, at key points before the final report;

discover, highlight, and disseminate effective practices, as well as uncovering
ineffective ones;

be an intrinsically worthwhile educational activity; that is, to the degree
possible, the evaluation should enhance, rather than interfer with, the ongoing
program and project operation; and

consistently conform to the highest ethical and professional standards of
program evaluation.

Important Design Questions

In this section, I present several questions which must be answered in order to design

the Talent Search evaluation. Later in the paper, where possible. I will suggest tentative answers

and design recommendations in line with assumptions and criteria mentioned above.

What policy questions should the Talent Search evaluation answer?

Although this issue will be addressed in depth by other authors, there are some

questions that any evaluation of the Talent Search program would likely address. First and

foremost, the evaluation must seek to determine the degree to which the Talent Search program
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(and/or a selected sample of local projects) meets intended objectives. These mandated objectives
are:

(1) "To identify qualified youths with potential for education at the postsecondary
level and to encourage such youths to complete secondary school and to
undertake a program of postsecondary education;

(2) to publicize the availability of student financial assistance available to persons
who pursue a program of postsecondary education; and

(3) to encourage persons who have not completed programs of education at the
secondary or postsecondary level, but who have the ability to complete such
programs, o reenter such programs."

On the most basic level, therefore, it will be useful to evaluate how and how effectively
a representative sample of different local projects respond to each of the objectives listed above.
The assumption here is that any given project will be more effective at realizing some of the Talent
Search objectives than at realizing others. For example, a given project may be particularly
successful at encouraging students to complete high school, but less successful in getting them to

apply on to college.

Overall, the Talent Search program mav aiso be more effective at achieving certain
objectives than others. But before the evaluators can determine how and how well projects are
achieving Talent Search program objectives, they will need to find out which objectives the
individual projects are actually trying to achieve and what they are doing to achieve those

objectives.

I propose that the evaluation be designed to answer the following ten questions.
While the answers to each question are likely to have implications for practice. the synthesis of
answers to all ten will have policy implications for the Talent Search program and for local

projects.

3 Higher Education Act of 1965 as amended by PL 96-374. 10/3 S and PL 99-498. 10,17, So. Subpart 4. Sec. 417B
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Ten Questions that the Talent Search Evaluation Should Answer

10.

To what extent are each of the Talent Search program’s overall objectives being
addressed?

Who are the clients being served by the local Talent Search projects? (How
diverse are the populations being served?)

Where are the projects located and how does location affect project objectives,
treatments, and outcomes?

What specific services are local projects offering to address each of the overall
Talent Search program’s objectives? (What specific kinds of treatments are
being applied?)

When do the various services begin and end? When do clients typically take
greatest advantage of services offered? (What are start times, durations, and
end times of treatments?)

How much of each type of service do the projects provide to clients and for how
long? (What are the intensities and durations of treatments applied?)

How effectively do various treatments and projects succeed at realizing stated
objectives? (How well do treatments/projects actually achieve what they are
supposed to?)

How efTiciently do various treatments and projects succeed at realizing stated
objectives? (What are the relative costs -- in client time, staff time, and money
-- of th effects achieved?)

What else is occurring as a result of the Talent Search projects? (What are the
unintended effects, both negative and positive?)

So what and what next? (What do the answers to the eight questions above
reveal about the overall effectiveness of the Talent Search program? What do
they suggest for the future?)

What is already known about the Talent Search program/projects?

Answering this question is a necessary first step in the evaluation process. It is

possible that at least some of the questions listed above have been or can be answered without
further data gathering. At minimum, finding out what is known will require a review and summary
of recent annual performance reports, if this has not already been done. Evaluators may wish to

focus their review mainly on performance reports from projects that have previously received

34
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continuation awards, since the decision to continue funding presupposes a certain level of success
'in achieving objectives. Alternately, it may be instructive to analyze reports from several projects

that were denied continuation grants, as well, for the sake of comparison.

How comparable are individual Talent Search projects?

The answer to this question will determine whether or to what extent data from
various local programs can be aggregated. Based on the brief project descriptions that I've read,
aad the latitude allowed by the proposal guidelines, it appears that Talent Search services offered
(treatments) vary widely in kind, intensity, duration, and quality. Project environments, clients,
staff and resources also differ. For these reasons, I suspect it will be very difficult to aggregate
across projects in a meaningful way, unless projects are categorized into comparable groups and
their effects are then compared within groups.

Foi purposes of comparison, local Talent Search projects could be categorized in
several different ways: by size, by geographic location, by demographic characteristics of the client
population, by types of services offered, or by type of institutional project site (e.g., secondary
school, postsecondary school, private agency). For this evaluation, it may be most useful to group
and compare projects that are similar in terms of size (numbers of staff and of clients served),
location (urban, suburban, rural), types of services offered. and types of clients (socioeconomic
characteristics). For example, three large Talent Search projects which offered similar services to
young people of roughly the same socioeconomic status in three geographically diverse inner cities

such as Oakland, St. Louis, and Newark, might be compared.

That said, it should still be possible to compare the performance of all or most Talent
Search projects in terms of a handful of indicators related to program objectives. For example, it
may be possible to compare how effectively all or most programs succeed at "identifying qualified
youths with potential for postsecondary education,” or at "publicizing the avaiability of student
financial aid" By analyzing performance reports, evaluators should be able to isolate a few

common, comparable indicators.

It is desirable to find common indicators, whenever possible, because program-wide

comparisons have the advantage of large sample sizes, and thus. of greater statistical power to
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detect effects and greater generalizability of lessons learned. It is also valuable to identify and

measure some useful program-wide performance indicators in order to respond to external

stakeholders. Program-wide results based on large samples have more “"face" validity. On the
other hand. the level of generality of these program-wide comparisons, and the range of local
diversity they may mask, will probably make them of limited use for understanding "what works for

whom, when, and where" and, consequently, for improving the quality of local projects.

It may be possible to answer the comparability question through document analysis
alone. It is likely to be necessary, however, to follow-up the document analysis with in-depth
telephone incerviews -- and perhaps with one- or two-day site visits -- to check the reliability of the

reports and to determine what other sources of information are available.

What does "success" mean in terms of the Talent Search program?

At this point, it will be critical to begin to define what "success” means in the Talent
Search program. (Substitute "effectiveness" for “success" if you wish.) The meaning of “success”
will, of course, be relative to the program overall, to the particular program objective being

evaluated, and to the resources and circumstances of each local project.

First, success in the Talent Search program needs to take into account the varied but
relatively limited “treatments" it offers, and its low per-student cost. Outcomes are likely to be
modest, overall, even for very "successful" projects. Second, success in identifying "qualified youths
with potential for postsecondary education" and success in encouraging them to persist and
graduate from high school and to go on to college should not be measured on the same yardstick.
The latter objective is more difficult to achieve than the former, so success should be scaled
differently for these two objectives -- and probably for the others, as well. For instance, all
"successful” projects might be expected to identify 90 percent of all eligible potential clients. But to
expect a 90 percent success rate in terms of students served graduating from college would be
unrealistic. And third, success in some environments and with some populations is likely to be
much more difficult to achieve. It is harder and more expensive. after all, to build a skyscraper on
landfill than on bedrock. Therefore, the overall socioeconomic status and academic preparation of

the clients has to be factored into the calculations of success.
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Any calculation of the success of a Talent Search project should take inputs and

program environment into account, not just outputs. Therefore, the definitions of success used in
evaluating Talent Search projects should, at least to some extent, be conditional and tied to specific
objectives. One size won't fit all. And the various "yardsticks" or scales against which success is
measured will probably ‘serve only to make reliable and useful distinctions between "low,"
"average,” and "high" levels of success. Finer distinctions require more precise and accurate

measurements than may be possible in this evaluation.

Should the evaluation design include a control or comparison group?

It is unlikely that a strict control group can be set up in the context of a complex,
ongoing Talent Search project, but comparison groups certainly can and should be used. Where
possible, students who are eligible for Talent Search services who elect to take advantage of them
should be compared -- in terms of the outcomes discussed below -- with otherwise comparable
peers who choose not to make use of the Talent Search services offered them. Similarly, students
who are eligible for the program, but cannot be served simply because of enroliment limits, can be
compared with those who made it in "under the limit" -- if the two groups are comparable in other

important ways.

4. A First-Draft Evaluation Design for Talent Search

Although it is neither possible nor desirable, at this point, to design the Talent Search
evaluation in detail, it may be useful to have a first-draft design proposal to critique. To advance
the design discussion, I propose the following outline (Table 1) for a six-year, multi-site evaluation
of Talent Search:

‘sl
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Table 1. Proposed outline for evaluation of Talent Search

Phase

Primary Activity

Goals of Phase

Year(s)

Phase I

Phase II

Phase III

Phase IV

Phase V

Phase VI

Phase VII

Analyzing annual reports and
other project documents

Interviewing staff and/or
visiting sites of "successful”
projects; Holding focus-group
interviews with students,
parents, project staff, school
and college personnel

Creating new, interim pro-
posal guidelines and selection
criteria for exemplary projects
to include in sample for next
phases cf evaluation; Dis-
seminating those guidelines
and criteria through a variety
of means

Designing next phases of the

Talent Search evaluation in
detail

Selecting samples of new and
continuing "exemplary” pro-
jects to evaluate over time

Monitoring and evaluating_
sample of new and continuing
"exemplary" projects

Analyzing, disseminating,
and implementinrg evaluation
results in annual and final
reports, other formats, and
through various media;
Following up with training
and support

To determine what'’s already
known abour what works, in
general; to define/refine
questions for follow-up
interviews and site visits

To validate results of docu-
ment analysis; to begin to
determine what works for
whom in which contexts; to
summarize results of Phase
I and II for use in revising
guidelines

To use lessons from
preliminary results to
influence and improve
proposals for new and
continuing projects; to
develop selection criteria
for a sample of more
“evaluable” 2xemplary
projects to evaluate

To create a 7inal evalua-
tion design that embodies
“effective evaluation"” cri-
teria and responds to
audiences’ and clients’
needs

To select a sample of well-
documented “exemplary”
projects large and diverse
enough to answer questions
well and witi: confidence

To collect vaiid, reliable,
detailed and usejul data for
3 years on sample

To regulariy “ced-back”
evaluation results in forms
that its audiences can use

Year 1

Year 1

Year 1

Year 2

Year 2

Years 3,
4 and 5

Years 4,
5,and 6




A More Detailed Look at the Proposed First-Draft Evaluation Design

Phase I: Document Analysis (Year 1)

The only way that specific, realistic success scales can be constructed is by locating,
analyzing, and describing the results of a range of different Talent Search projects. First, the
evaluator(s) should assemble a large, representative sample of recent projects for which good
documentation is available -- regardless of their reported success or failure. What "large” means,
in this context, will be determined by the amount of time and labor available for this stage of the
evaluation, the number of projects which have high-quality documentation, and the number of

broad categories that Talent Search projects fall into.

Careful descriptive analysis of annual project reports should uncover the range of
outcomes in relation to each program objective for Talent Search projects of different types, sizes,
scopes, and settings. Once the ranges, central tendencies, and variability of outcomes are

described, expert judgement will be required to peg the appropriate levels of success for each scale.

Whatever the specific information that results from this type of document analysis,
the exercise is almost certain to result in more detailed and more useful reporting guidelines. Put
another way, it is only when you evaluate that you find out what kind of record-keeping you should

have been doing all along in order to be able to evaluate well.

Phase II: Follow-up Interviews and Site Visits (Year 1)

A good second step would be exploratory telephone interviews with the relevant
project directors and staff to find out what documentation or information they may have that is not
included in the annual reports. If the original sample is too large. it may be necessary to select a
representative subsample for follow-up interviews. Mail surveys may be used to supplement or
supplant telephone interviews. Mail surveys should not be used. however, unless all possible steps

have been taken to ensure a relatively high response rate.

Once projects have been located that appear to work well -- that is. projects that

provide good evidence of achieving average or high levels of success in meeting objectives -- then
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the evaluation should determine what it is. in general, that is responsible for that success. In other
words, when Talent Search projects work, what is it about the projects that works? Are there
common characteristics shared by successful projects? To answer these questions, evaluators will
likely have to organize individual interviews and focus-group sessions with representatives of all
the various groups involved in local Talent Search projects. This will mean interviewing and/or
meeting with groups of TS project administrators, counselors, tutors, support staff, high-school
counselors, college admissions and registrar’s staff members, teachers, parents and -- last and

clearly not least -- eligible students who participate in the local projects and those who choose not
to.

The U.S. Department of Education’s 1988 Application Development Guide states that
"Experience has shown that most successful Student Support Services (SSS) projects have certain
common characteristics.' It then goes on to list "characteristics of successful [SSS] program
practices." Among these characteristics are a strong institutional commitment, high standards for

participants, mechanisms for monitoring student performance. and follow-up. Appendix A lists
these characteristics.

The Guide does not indicate whether this summary list of common characteristics of
successful projects is an outcome of evaluation research or the distillation of empirical
observations, or both, or neither. At the same time, this list is presented as a summary relevant to
SSS projects in general, not only to the Talent Search program. Nonetheless, tie characteristics
listed are quite reasonable ones and are likely to correlate with success in almost any similar

educational program.

This list of characteristics provides a useful starting point. a checklist that can be used
in evaluating individual Talent Search projects for common characteristics that may be related to
success. This segment of the evaluation could serve to confirm (and/or disconfirm) the relevance
of the general list to successful Talent Search projects. As evaluators noticed the presence of some
of these program characteristics. they could begin to describe them much more specifically in
relation to Talent Search projects. For example. this type of analysis might answer questions
such as: What particular kinds of institutional commitments. staffing. standards. monitoring
mechanisms. and follow-up seem to work for Talent Search? At the same time. evaluators would
need to look carefullv for more specific characteristics commen to successful Talent Search

projects which were not among the characteristics listed.
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It may also be useful to analyze a sample of projects that were clearly not successful.
This qualitative analysis of the characteristics of particularly successful (and unsuccessful) Talent
Search projects should lead to a more refined and relevant project evaluation checklist, and to

more useful guidelines for those proposing, selecting, and directing these projects.

As a third step in this phase, the evaluation should t:y to tease out how well the
program/project worked for whom, and under what circumstances. For example, is the Talent
Search program more effective for women (who make up the majority of clients) than for men, in
general, or is it more effective for native-born U.S. students than for immigrants? Is it more
effective in certain regions than in others? Is Talent Search more successful in getting students to
enroll in college if they first encounter the program in middle school rather than in high school?
Does Talent Search work better on campuses where there are also other TRIO programs? The

specific variables the evaluation should focus on can best be determined during Phases I and II.

What outcomes should the Talent Search evaluation focus on?

Given the project objectives quoted above, the document evaluation, follow-up
interviews and site visits should. at minimum. focus on outcomes such as the numbers, perceniages,

and demographic profiles/types of:

] potential Talent Search student participants identified as eligible to participate;

. students identified as potential clients who were or were not served by Talent
Search;

. clients served who did or did not successfully complete high school;

] clients served who did not complete high school who did or did not

subsequently earn the GED;

. clients who did/did not successfully complete college-preparation courses and
curricula (and how many courses and which courses);

] clients who successfully completed college preparation courses who did or did
not enroll in postsecondary programs;

. types of postsecondary institutions and progr.as enrolled in by those who went
on;




- clients who enrolled in postsecondary programs who did/did not receive
financial aid;

= clients who enrolled in postsecondary programs who successfully completed
their programs of study: "

= types of programs clients completed; and

= destinations of those who did not complete their programs of study.

Phase III: Creating New Proposal Guidelines and 3ample Selection Criteria (Year 1)

Once the initial analysis of data collected in Phase I and II is complete, the
evaluator(s) should base new. interim Talent Search project proposal guidelines on lessons
learned. It might be wise and useful to involve groups of Department of Education regional staff,
project directors, counselors. high-school and college personnel. parents and students in this
process. These "stakeholders' could be involved in suggesting guidelines and/or in critiquing
guidelines proposed by evaluators and Department of Education staff.

These new guidelines would encourage proposals for several different types of new
and/or continuation projects in order to create a diverse sample of evaluable, comparable
exemplary projects. Thus, these guidelines would make use of initial evaluation results both to
improve the overall quality of project proposals, and to elicit a sample of proposals for projects
which could be carefully evaluated over a three-year period.

Phase IV: Designing Next Phases of the Talent Search Evaluation (Year 2)

At this point, after an entire year of retrospective evaluation and analysis of results,
and after the development of selection criteria for new and continuation projects to form the
evaluation sample, it will be possible to design the final three phases and next four years of the
evaluation. During this phase. the evaluation designer(s) wul make final decisions about sample
size and composition, indicators and measures, methods of data collection and analvsis, and means

of disseminating 1esults.

o
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Phase V: Selecting the Sample of Projects to be Evaluated (Year 2)

After the evaluation design has been completed. the evaluator(s) will select the

sample of local projects to be monitored and evaluated over the following three years.

Who/what should be included in the sample? How large should the sample be?

If the evaluation is to identify and highlight good practices and improve the
effectiveness of the Talent Search program overall, then it should focus, at least in large part, on
successful or "exemplary” projects. By promulgating new proposal guidelines, the Talent Search
program can, in effect, create a sample of new and continuing projects to evaluate. Initially,
successful continuation projects will have to be selected primarily on the basis of information
provided in their cwn annual reports and continuation proposals. This means that quality of
record-keeping and reporting may be confused or conflated with program quality. The degree to

which these projects actually were successful will have to be determined carefully during the early
phases of the evaluation.

As one example, it may prove useful to evaluate the relative effectiveness of "early
intervention" TS projects, especially since recent increases in program funding have been
dedicated, in large part, to new projects serving middle-school students. Perhaps the sample of TS
projects can be clustered into "early-", "mid-", and "late-intervention” designs, depending on
whether services begin in grades 7 or 8, 9 or 10, or 11 or 12, respectively. Design types might also

be clustered to represent differences in the intensity and/or duration of services offered.

New projects will need to be selected according to the degree to which their proposals
reflect the revised guidelines. That is. their designs should clearly reflect lessons learned from the
first phases of the program evaluation; they should be designed for easy monitoring and
evaluation; and they should embody particular promising "design types.” the effectiveness of which

the Talent Search program has decided to evaluate.

If relative success and design are the first selection riteria. then project size should be

the second. Only relatively large projects will involve enough students to allow for meaningful
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evaluation over time. Having relatively large sample sizes will be particularly important in teasing

out whether treatments and outcomes do differ in important ways from site to site.

After success, design, and size, the demographic characteristics of the client
populations should be considered in selecting projects. Project sites should be selected which
represent the racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic diversity of the overall Talent Search program
client base. The demographic characteristics of local projects may be closely linked in many cases

to their sites. In any case, both rural and urban sites should be included in the sample.

Phase VI: Monitoring and Evaluating the Sample (Year 3, 4, and 5)

This will be the most labor- and time-intensive, and most expensive phase of the
evaluation. For three years. evaluation teams will need to continuously monitor, analyze, and
report on the sample projects. This will require regular document analysis, live and telephone
interviews, site visits, and follow-up mail surveys -- as well as a continuous flow of information
through electronic and postal channels between project sites and the evaluation center. If possible,
a handful of projects -- each representing a different “cluster" of the sample -- should be studied in
depth to serve as subjects for case studies. Rich narrative data from these in-depth qualitative

studies will help to supplement and explain the quantitative data.

Phase VII: Analyzing, Disseminating, and Implementing (Years 4, 5. and 6)

The final phase will, in many ways, be the most important one. At this point, the
evaluator(s) must summarize what they have learned from several years of evaluation and explain
its implications for the various audiences the evaluation was designed to serve. The final products
of the Talent Search evaluation should be a set of proposed guidelines for revamping the proposal.

selection, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of all future Talent Search projects.

These "lessons learned” should be adapted to and shared with the rull range of TS
clients and audiences at all levels. It may be useful to involve teams of project directors.
counselors. high-school and college personnel. parents and students in designing and producing

many types of "final reports” to communicate with and disseminate findings to these various
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groups. Results should be disseminated through various media -- not just print -- and might

include the production of video-tapes, interactive videodisks, and computer software.

If local projects are to apply lessons learned in practice -- and not merely read or hear
about them — the ED and Talent Search program staff will need to sponsor regional conferences,
develop and lead training workshops, and engage in follow-up surveys, interviews, and site visits.
Ongoing assessment and communication must be built-in to new TS projects, and across the

program as well.

In the final analysis, the success and value of the Talent Search program evaluation

will depend on the effectiveness of dissemination and follow-up efforts.
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SUGGESTIONS FOR FISCAL YEAR 1990 APPLICANTS
FOR STUDENT SUPPORT SERVICES FUNDS

Experience has shown that the most successful Student Support Services projects have certain
common characteristics. These characteristics may be summarized as follows:

1. Projects which have a strong institutionalized commitment to their objectives. This
often takes the form of in-kind or cash contributions to enhance the opportunities
which are available to students through the Student Support Services project.

2. Projects which are fully understood by and which work closely with all of the
administrative and academic departments of a participating inst’tution.

3. Projects which provide mechanisms for continually monitoring student performance,
both in project sponsored academic programs and in regular course work being
undertaken at the institution.

4. Projects which establish high standards and expectations for students, including the
belief that all students regardless of family background, can reach high levels of
academic achievement.

5. Projects which foliow up on their Student Support Services "graduates” by monitoring
the progress and performance of those who have entered another postsecondary
educational institution or graduate school.

6. Projects which give priority to the strengthening of basic and higher level skills of
their Student Support Services participants in mathematics, science. English language
literacy in reading, writing, and speaking, and foreign language literacy.

7. Projects that actively seek to improve equal educational opportunity and access for all
students, particularly those who traditionally have not participated fully in higher
education, including projects that address the special skill needs of members of racial
or ethnic minority groups, women, and the handicapped.

8. Projects which specify a method of documenting eligibility, selection, participant need.
services provided and participant success.
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CRITERION: THE SECRETARY LOOKS FOR INFORMATION THAT SHOWS THAT THE
BUDGET FOR THE PROJECT IS ADEQUATE TO SUPPORT THE PROJECT
ACTIVITIES. (34 CFR 646.31(c) (2) (i)

- "Adequacy"” is a judgment that the field readers will make based upon the information

you provide in the program narrative and the budget. You may find it helpful to
include the institutional salary scale.

CRITERION: THE SECRETARY LOOKS FOR INFORMATION THAT SHOWS COSTS
ARE REASONABLE IN RELATION TO THE OBJECTIVES OF THE
PROJECT. (34 CFR 646.31 (c) (2) (ii)

- "Reasonableness” is a judgment that the field readers will make based upon the
information provided in the application.

- Address and justify the reasonableness of the request.
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Talent Search: Issues for an Evaluation
Alvia Y. Branch

1. Introduction

Disadvantaged students who earn college or other postsecondary degrees follow a
different trajectory from that of their parents before them and are in a better position to support
and serve as role models for their own children. For this reason, the federal government has taken
an active role in assisting disadvantaged youth to achieve success at the postsecondary educational
level.

This assistance has been directed, primarily, toward removing financial barriers to
college education. Among these programs are the GI Bill, the Perkins Loan Program (formerly
the National Defense Student Loan Program), Guaranteed Student Loans, College Work-Study
programs, and Supplementary Educational Opportunity Grant programs.

While authorizing these programs, Congress has also recognized that disadvantaged
students face non-financial problems that decrease the likelihood that they will even consider
college. It is now clear that the decision to pursue higher education is a complicated one, involving

prior preparation reaching back years before high school graduation.

Academic preparation for college requires selection of particular classes as early as
the ninth grade, and school completion requires persistence in the face of many obstacles,
including peer pressure against academic effort. Not only can the cost of college tuition and room
and board appear daunting, so too can the financial aid system -- particularly to students from

economically disadvantaged backgrounds who are the first in the family to attend college.

It is therefore important that students and their parents are provided with early and
realistic information about the costs of higher education, and the ways of meeting them, so that the

students are free to aspire to college and concentrate on the necessary preparation.

This is rarely the case for students from disadvantaged families. however. Instead.

these students and their parents have limited knowledge of the costs of attending different kinds of
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schools -- both grossly overestimating and underestimating different cost elements. They also
know surprisingly little about the availability of federal student aid, even into their junior and

senior years. High school counselors are not generally regarded as important sources of financial
aid information.

Talent Search Program

In order to address some of these non-financial barriers, Congress passed legislation
to establish programs to recruit disadvantaged students, prepare them for postsecondary
education, and assist them in seeking financial aid. The Higher Education Act of 1965 established
the Talent Search and Upward Bound programs -- and three years later, the Special Services
program (now known as the Student Support Services program) -- and designated these efforts the
Trio Programs. While Talent Search and Upward Bound helped students gain admission to
college, Special Services was aimed at helping disadvantaged students adjust to college life and

complete a collegiate program.

Talent Search was designed to identify qualified youth with the potential for
postsecondary education, to encourage them to complete secondary school and to enroll in
postsceondary education programs, to publicize the availability of student financial aid, and to
increase the number of secondary and postsecondary school dropouts who re-enter an educational
program. It serves low-income individuals (from families with incomes less than 150 percent of
poverty) between the ages of 11 and 27 who are also potential first-generation college students. In
a given program, two-thirds of all participants must meet a joint low-income and first-generation

college criterion.

In FY 1991, there were 295 Talent Search projects operated by institutions of higher
education -- community colleges and state universities primarily -- and community-based
organizations. They served in excess of 285,000 individuals with some combination of the following

services:

] assistance in completing college applications. financial aid applications, and
preparation for admissions tests:

. information on student assisiance:
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] information on postsecondary education;

] academic, financial, or personal counseling;

] career exploration and aptitude assessment;

] exposure to a range of career options; and

. assistance with the re-entry process to high school or college.

The range of services is broad, and the average per capita cost of $209 suggests a low intensity of

service delivery.

In the two or so decades of its history, there has been a slow, steady increase in
funding for Talent Search. It began at $2.5 million in 1967 and reached a plateau of §27 million in
1990. In 1991, however, there was a significant increase -- to $59.5 million -- to support a 1989
mandate to make assisting seventh- and eighth-grade students with such services as mentoring,

enhanced parental involvement, and study skills. and with high school follow-up as a priority.

Many questions remain unanswered: What services and activities do these programs
actually deliver? Do these programs, as designed and delivered. meet the needs that exist? Have
these programs helped advance the goal of equal educational opportunity? How could they be

more effective? What improvements could be made in the legislation and regulations governing

these programs?

2. : Lessons from Existing Research

To date, there have been few comprehensive evaluations of the Talent Search
program. The first, and most comprehensive, was completed in 1975 by the Research Triangle
Institute. Designed to provide descriptive data on the scope and nature of the program and its
operations. the educational background and training of key project staff, the general characteristics
of its clientele. and the services provided to that clientele, it did not attempt an evaluation of the

impact of the program on its participants.

The study concluded that (among other things): the differences among Talent Search

programs exceeded their similarities. making it difficult te identifv a typical Talent Search
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program. Nevertheless there were a number of strengths that could be identified, including the
apparent recruitment of a large number of eligible target youth; a core set of treatments, including
dissemination of information, assistance in the application process, obtaining financial aid, and
personal counseling; the effective relationships developed with a standard group of institutions tc
which targeted youth apply and many then attend; good relationships with referral agencies;
dedicated staff; and positive influences on high school counseling programs and a variety of

postsecondary institutions.

Among the identified weaknesses were the fact that non-eligibles were also served; a
mismatch between the clients and the institutions that they attend; follow-up of clients once they
leave the program; the level of cooperation with high schools, particularly high schools that had
come to depend on Talent Search to take over counseling of disadvantaged students; lack of ability
to deal with academic counseling, guidance, and testing; funding; recordkeeping; and the lack of
national visibility.

The ability to reach such conclusions was exaceroated by:

] an imprecise definition of the target population and a lack of measurable
objectives, such that virtually anyone requesting assistance could be served; and

] the limited utility of the data submitted to the Department of Education. The
problem ranged from a lack of concern for accuracy, to faulty recordkeeping, to
varying interpretations of the meaning of a client or a contact. Thus, it was not
possible to identify the actual number of clients served and the exact nature of
the services provided, or the number of dropouts prevented and/or returned to
the educational system.

The authors believed that the low probability that valid data conld be obtained, and
the variability in the implementation of the program made Talent Search a program that, from an

impact analysis perspective, was "unevaluable.”

A decade later, a second evaluation of Talent Search reached many of the same
conclusions. A less comprehensive study, it drew from a sample of only 17 Talent Search projects
and reported on an in-depth analysis of the experiences of 11. It nevertheless concluded that since
tue RTI study. Talent Search projects had increasingly come to deliver their services in a strategic.
cost-effective. and professional manner. It identified two prevailing service strategies: a long-term

developmental strategy that focused on early intervention and providing encouragement,
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counseling and other support for students before they begin to select inappropriate high school
courses or downgrade their educational aspirations, and -- the dominant strategy -- a short-term
focus on high school seniors or juniors who were already college-bound. Yet, inadequate data of

the sort discussed in the RTT evaluation were said to have precluded a more definitive assessment.

3. Issues for a New Evaluation

There have been no subsequent evaluations of Talent Search. The need for one,
however, is clear. Talent Search continues to draw upon public funds (recently at an accelerating
rate), even though its effectiveness has never been established. Moreover, recent changes in the
policy environment make the acquisition of timely and credible evidence about program
effectiveness even more important. Once one of few programs seeking to increase the college
access of disadvantaged youth, Talent Search and the other TRIO programs have now been joined
by a group of newly emerging programs that embody competing views about how best to improve

college access and retention for disadvantaged students.

One example is the "I Have a Dream" program pioneered by Eugene Lang. Following
his lead, the private sector has become involved in providing college opportunities to
disadvantaged children -- sponsoring classes of sixth or seventh graders by guaranteeing payment
of college tuition in exchange for high school graduation. In addition, these sponsors provide

support services such as tutoring, counseling, and mentoring to help these youth remain in school.

It is issues such as those identified above -- the lack of firm evidence regarding
program effectiveness, and the challenge posed by alternative programs with philosophies that
emphasize early intervention, tuition guarantees. and continuity of care -- to which an evaluation
of Talent Search should be responsive. Below are the questions that, in light of the above

discussions. should be asked of the Talent Search program.

34 Implementation Analysis Issues

An evaluation of Talent Search should start with a documentation of current

operating practices. Such a study would mest the basic knowledge development function of
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updating information about its participants and practices. Since its last comprehensive evaluation,

there have been significant changes in the program itself, as well as in the program and policy
context in which it operates. Among the changes in internal operations are some fairly dramatic
shifts in the target population served.

The Research Triangle evaluation characterized Talent Search’s target population as
disadvantaged youth who demonstrated "exceptional potential to do college-level work" (emphasis
added). It is unlikely, however, that the majority of the youth currently being served by this
program meet this stringent academic standard. While program operators are required to certify
the economic eligibility of participants, they are not required to demonstrate that they have limited
participation to students with strong potential to do college-level work. As a result, little is known
about the academic characteristics of Talent.Search participants. Preliminary evidence -- an
examination of a number of Talent Search proposals, and a conversation with a program operator
broadly knowledgeable about the youth being served by Talent Search -- suggests that Talent
Search does not serve the "stars” avidly sought by guidance counselors and college recruiters.
Instead, they appear to serve the youth who might slip through the cracks -- though exhibiting a
lower level of academic performance, they nevertheless aspire to careers that require

postsecondary education and could benefit from support and guidance.

This shift is important. Youth whose academic performance is average or below
average will certainly require different kinds of services, or a different level of intensity of service,
from those intended for students with exceptional ability to do college work. The exceptional
student may need financial assistance and college information; an average or below average

student may also need intensive academic remediation.

Another shift in its target population came via legislative mandate. in 1989, when
Talent Search programs were first asked to make services to seventh- and eighth-graders a
priority. As a consequence, it went from a program that dealt primarily with older students and
the secondary and post-secondary educational programs in which they were found to one that had
to deal, additionally, with early adolescents and the middle schools in which they are found.
However, little is known about the practices that characterize Talent Search’s service to this target

group -- or the appropriateness of these practices.
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A study of program implementation should provide a complete description of the
academic and other characteristics of the youth served. It should also delineate the program’s

services that are available to them through Talent Search, and make a determination of the

appropriateness of these services for target youth - both the original and the new target groups.

The questions to be addressed and the information to be gathered include the following:

= Whom does Talent Search serve? What are their academic, economic and
other characteristics and, by extension, what do they need if they are to reach
their educational goals?

. Does it serve youth who would not otherwise be served, or who are not being
adequately served by guidance counselors or by other pre-collegiate programs?

. At ground level, what actually occurs in a Talent Search program? What are its
services, and how are they delivered? How do they differ from services
available in other precollegiate programs? At what level of intensity are these
services delivered?

. Are Talent Search services appropriate given the needs of its participants? Is
Talent Search uniquely able to meet the needs of this population?

. What other services do Talent Search participants take advantage of?

For the benefits that can be attributed confidently to participation in Talent Search,
what are the costs? Costs for Talent Search run about $209 per capita, approximately 1/14 of the
costs of Upward Bound. What is being achieved for these funds. and dollar-for-dollar, is Talent

Search as efficient as other programs seeking the same aims for the same populations?

A recent survey of Talent Search programs noted the wide variation that existed in
the content, quality, intensity, and duration of services offered by the responding programs. While
recognizing the value of local variation, the authors nevertheless expressed an interest in distilling

from that variety a set of standards and practices that could undergird all Talent Search programs.

An implementation study that is responsive to the questions outlined above -- noting
both typical and exemplary program practices -- would be a first step toward this goal. It would
allow decision-makers to identify effective program practices that should be adopted more
generally throughout the Talent Search network. as well as in=:fectual practices that should be

eradicated.
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32 * Community and Institutional Context Issues

Beyond an analysis of the implementation of Talent Search itself, it might prove very
useful to undertake an examination of the institutional and community context in which it
operates. Such an examination could shed light on a number of issues important to an

understanding of the value of this program, among them:

] Talent Search’s relationship to the middle schools, high schools, community-
based organizations, and institutions of higher education in the communities
in which it operates. Is there collaboration and coordination between Talent
Search and these organizations? Does coordination of this sort lead to
improved service delivery?

. The relationship among Talent Search programs, when several operate in the
same area.

" The percent of eligible youth served by Talent Search.

" Between Talent Search, and the various other pre-collegiate programs
operating within communities, what percent of the Talent Search-eligible
population reczives pre-collegiate services? Do virtually all eligible youth
receive such services, or do some slip through the cracks?

" Are there communities that are not served by Talent Search, or any pre-
collegiate program, where new Talent Search programs could be sited? Are
there communities where, in spite of the existence of Talent Search an 1 other
pre-collegiate programs, a large percentage of the eligible population is not
being reached?

] The relationship between Talent Search and Upward Bound and other TRIO
programs. These programs are often sited in the same cities, and frequently
within the same institutions. In addition, Talent Search and Upward Bound
have similar eligibility requirements: while Talent Search can serve these youth
at an earlier age, both serve high school students at or above the 10th grade. At
these grade levels, are there differences in the students recruited by each of
these programs? Do these programs differ in the types of services provided, or
in the intensity with which they are provided? Do they produce similar
outcomes? If the outcomes differ, which program is responsible for facilitating
the stronger outcomes, and why? Do some of the same youth enroll in both
these programs at different stages of their educational careers and, if not, could
they benefit from doing so?

The insights issuing from this inquiry could suggest ways in which more students could be served,

service delivery improved, or costs reduced
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33 Impact Analysis Issues

An evaluation of Talent Search should also determine whether Talent Search has a
significant impact on its participants, the conclusions of the Research Triangle study
notwithstanding. If, for instance, the quality of site-level data remains an obstacle to an impact
analysis, the development and implementation of a uniform set of descriptors and outcome

measures should be included in the overall evaluation design.

To date, there is no evidence to suggest that participation in Talent Search
significantly increases a youth’s chances of graduating from high school and pursuing
postsecondary education over and above what they would have been in the absence of that
participation.

Earlier studies suggest that this might be the case. but they are generally based on
inadequate design. There cannot be an adequate evaluation of the Talent Search program
without:

. comparison data that say what would have happened in the absence of the
program;
. information about the college readiness -- including academic preparation and

motivation to pursue higher education -- of both the Talent Search participants
and that of the .tudents to whom they are compared; and

. follow-up data that indicate that Talent Search participants -- once admitted to
postsecondary education -- persist beyond initial enroliment and receive a
college degree or, in the absence of graduation. gain access to better jobs.

Without this information, one should not be impressed that any given percentage of

Talent Search participants, no matter how high, subsequently enrcl! in college.

While an impact analysis clearly seems indicated. careful consideration should be
given to the exact nature of the impact analysis that is undertaken. To craft an impact analysis
strategy that will provide policy makers with a picture of the strengths and weaknesses of this

program, the following decisions should be considered:
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The outcomes to be investigated. In theory, a wide range of outcome measures seem
appropriate since Talent Search’s reach encompasses virtually all educational outcomes associated
with a youth’s academic czreer -- starting with middle school and ending with college graduation.
The full range of these outcomes will apply to the sixth through eighth graders who participate in

the program on a more or less continuous basis.

For instance, Talent Search may influence middie school students’ attendance, grades,
and choice of high school (comprehensive versus magnet school or exam school) Later on, it may
influence not only educational aspirations, academic performance (grades and scores on
standardized tests), and school retention or attrition, but also whether a student pursues an
academic track as opposed to a general or vocational track; takes gatekeeper courses in math,
science, and languages; takes advantage of opportunities for remedial or advanced instruction;
proceeds through high school in four years; and enters pestsecondary school immediately after
leaving high school.

Later, participation in Talent Search could influence choice among and acceptance in
four-year college versus community college versus postsecondary vocational or proprietary schools.
Among colleges, the program could influence choice between and acceptance in private colleges
and universities versus public colleges and universities, and the amount of scholarship dollars
offered.

The traditional way of thinking about these outcomes is to consider admission to
college a mere valuable outcome than admission to a postsecondary vocational school; admission
to a four-year college better than admission to a community college; and admission to a private
college or university better than admission to a public college or university. Another way of
thinking about these outcomes wouid be to ask: What kind of postsecondary educational
experience is most appropriate for which of Talent Search’s subgroups? That is. what is the most
rigorous educational experience to which a given Talent Search participant can gain admission and
have a high probability of attaining a degree? For instance, is there a subset of Talent Search
participants for whom graduation from a community college should be considered the most

appropriate outcome?

Beyond enrollment in postsecondary education, the evaluation shouls also investigate

the impact of Talent Search on retention in college, and degree attainment. Research -- on
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Upward Bbund (Burkheimer, 1979; Myers, 1991) and, more recently, the High/Scope Institute for
IDEAS (Oden, et. al. 1992) -- suggests that postsecondary education programs for at-risk youth
may improve college access, but have no impact on their performa ‘ce in college or the likelihood
that they will remain enrolled. To what degree is this likely to be true for Talent Search
participants? It is also important to understand what happens to Talent Search participants who
drop out of college without acquiring a degree. Are their employment outcomes enhanced because

of their increased educational attainment?

For students who enter Talent Search later -- as juniors and seniors, for instance --
only those outcomes related to college admission, enrollment, and retention are really applicable

since many of the earlier (and, perhaps, most critical) decisions will already have been taken
before they enroll in the program.

~ Thus, conducting an impact analysis that stratifies the sample into three groups --
those beginning participation in the 6th through 8th grades (early intervention); those beginning
participation in the Sth and 10th grades (intermediate intervention); and those beginning
participation as juniors and seniors (late intervention) -- might make it possibie to tailor the
impact analysis toward the most likely outcomes. It may also make sense to look separately at
programs hosted by four-year colleges, and community-based organizations; similarly, the sample

of programs might be stratified on the basis of urban or rural location.

Participation Issues. Another issue that deserves consideration is the nature of
participation. and its likely effect on program impact. The kinds of impacts that are likely depend,
in part, on the nature, content and intensity of the services a youth receives -- how early he or she
begins participation, over how long a period participation continues, with what intensity, and with
what degree of appropriateness for the kinds of outcomes being investigated. There is a growing
body of data and analysis that suggest that, in the absence of an intensive, appropriate, and
sustained intervention, one should not expect to produce long-lasting impacts in the lives of
disadvantaged youth (Walker and Vilella-Velez. 1992).

In order to construct an impact analysis that is a fair test of Talent Search’s ability to
meet its program objectives, one must ask whether it constitutes a treatment that is sufficiently
robust to produce impacts on high school graduation, college enrollmznt and persistence, and if

not, what outcomes are consistent with its level of service provision. A studv of program
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implementation might produce findings similar to those of the Franklin (1985) study -- i.e., that
many programs deliver limited or one-time-only services, and many fail to deliver the academic
instruction that will increase the youth’s ability to pass entrance tests and do college-level work in a
sustained and consistent manner. Under such circumstances, there is little reason to expect that

long-term impacts will be achieved or, if achieved, sustained.

This level of service provision might, on the other hand, support the development of
short-term impacts that, if followed by continuing provision of appropriate services, could
ultimately result in longer-term outcomes of college persistence and graduation. It might also be
sufficient to increase the college enrollment rates of high school juniors and seniors who -- by
virtue of having reached these grade levels, and by virtue of their participation in Talent Search --
have higher-than-usual educational aspirations and are at little residual risk of dropping out. An
entirely different level of service provision might be required to achieve the same kinds of
outcomes for seventh and eighth graders, who face an additional five or six years of secondary

education before college enrollment is at issue.

Comparison Group Strategies. To whom should Talent Search participants be
compared, and how should this comparison group be selected?

The most critical task in the design of an impact analysis is the selection of a group of
youth whose outcomes can serve as a proxy for what would have happened to participants in the
absence of the program. The random assignment of eligible applicants to treatment and control
group conditions is generally considered the most appropriate means of obtaining comparison
data. On the other hand, one can anticipate strenuous objections to this procedure -- many of
them rooted in the perception that Talent Search is the only source of pre-collegiate services for
disadvantaged youth in many of the localities in which it operates. and that the denial of such

services for purposes of research would be unacceptable.

Should random assignment prove unworkable, there are other comparison group
options that could be considered, among them comparing Talent Search participants to
participants in other pre-collegiate programs. oz obt2.ning time series data from participating high
schools before and after the introduction of Talent Search. Before any such decision is made.
however. some preliminary work should be completed. Currently. little is known about how

students are recruited to Talent Search. A “pineline” study -- a study that would provide critical

be
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information about how participants are recruited to the program, how they flow through it, and are
sorted into those who receive minimal services versus those who receive more intensive services --
may be indicated. This is critical information, particularly in situations where Talent Search is the
only source of pre-collegiate services. If fewer students can be served than apply -- as is suggested
in program reports that say the programs serve more youth than is justified by their funding levels
.- a random assignment strategy may be justified. If random assignment is not indicated, a pipeline
study may nonetheless point to other organizations and settings where comparison group youth
may be located.

The comparison group strategy that is selected must also be able to take into account
academic ability and motivation. What studies there are have compared Talent Search
participants -- whose academic motivation and performance is strong enough to have led them to
join the program -- to groups of non-participants who do not have comparable motivation or
ability. This is a problem particularly in settings where Talent Search is said to be the only game
in town -- the more able or more motivated students find their way to Talent Search; those who do
not are often less able, less motivated, and by extension, less likely to enroll in or persist in college,

and thus not a suitable comparison group.

Random assignment is the design that solves this problem best. However, a
comparison group design that compares outcomes for Talent Search participants with those of
participants in other precollegiate programs should be considered. Of course, this strategy would

only be possible in areas where there are a number of precollegiate programs in operation.
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Perspectives on an Evaluation of Talent Search:

Interviews with Talent Search Staff

Ann Coles
Executive Summary

Interviews with Talent Search project directors across the United States produced
general consensus on the outcomes that a national evaluation should measure. Two important

questions emerged:

. Does Talent Search result in increased high school graduation rates for
participating students as compared to similar students who have not been
involved in this or other programs to facilitate access to postsecondary
education?

.

. Does Talent Search increase the postsecondary enrollment of participants as
compared to students who have not received Talent Search or similar services?

Project directors interviewed also thought that the evaluation should determine the
extent to which Talent Search participation results in financial aid awards sufficient enough to
meet students’ college costs, as compared to awards received by similar students not involved in
the program. There also was consensus that a national evaluation should assess the degree to
which Talent Search increases students’ knowledge of career. postsecondary. and financial aid

opportunities.

The extent to which Talent Search heightens students’ self-esteem and increases their
motivation to pursue further education was considered important. At the same time, concerns
were expressed about how heightened self-esteem could be measured and the extent to which

Talent Search could be considered the primary contributing factor to increased self-esteem.

One issue emerged on which there was considerable disagreement: whether a
national evaluation should consider the college retention and graduation rates of Talent Search

"graduates” as indicators of success. Some project directors felt strongly that college retention
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should be considered. They maintained that if Talent Search indeed helps students make good
educational choices and increases their motivation, students are more likely to succeed in
postsecondary programs. Other project directors felt strongly that retention should not be
considered in determining success. From their perspective, the goal of Talent Search is to "bring
students to the college gates." Once students begin college, however, projects have little control
over how successful they are. Part of the reason people felt that Talent Search should not be held
responsible for students’ college success relates to the fact that projects do not have the resources

to prepare participants for college that more intense early intervention programs such as Upward
Bound do.

People described critical program components in different ways. Some people talked
about how Talent Search affects changes in students’ behavior, including increasing motivation and
awareness, building confidence, and developing decision making skills. Others defined critical
components in terms of specific project activities such as workshops, application assistance, and

individual counseling.

What people would like to learn from Talent Search focused on several levels. Most
importantly, they are interested in the broad question of whether Talent Search improves high
school graduation rates and postsecondary enrollment rates. On another level, people expressed
interest in nuts and bolts issues related to project effectiveness. They would like to know what
works best in terms of involving parents, improving students’ academic performance, and ensuring
that students make sound educational choices. They are also interested in the key factors
contributing to project success, and to what extent financial resources, experienced staff, and

program leadership are important factors in this regard.

1. Introduction

This paper examines the views of representative Talent Search project directors
across the U.S. on various aspects of evaluating effectiveness of their programs. It looks at what
project directors consider to be the critical components affecting the students they serve and what
they consider the impact of Talent Search on students, their families. the schools they attend. and

their communities. The paper also examines the approaches that project directors think would be
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useful in documenting program success and what they would be most interested in learning from a

national evaluation of Talent Search.

In developing this paper, the author interviewed the directors of 19 Talent Search
projects. The projects from which directors were interviewed were identified in consultation with
people knowledgeable of TRIO programs in general and Talent Search specifically. While they are
not a random sample, the projects were selected to represent a cross-section of Talent Search
projects in terms of geographic location, sponsorship, and environment. All the projects selected
have been in existence for at least four years. Ten projects serve urban students. six serve rural
populations, and three serve a mix of both. Nine projects are sponsored by community-based
organizations, while 10 have higher education institutions as sponsors. Seven projects have
Educational Opportunity Centers affiliated with them, while the others do not. Finally, the
students served by the projects selected represent the diversity of racial and ethnic groups of
students targeted by Talent Search nationally. (In 1990-91. 33 percent of Talent Search
participants were African-American, 26 percent Hispanic, 31 percent Caucasian. 5 percent Asian,

and 4 percent American Indian.)

In selecting project directors to be interviewed, people were included who have a long
history of professional involvement with TRIO. These individuals could provide insight regarding
similarities and differences in project outcomes over time. Some people also had extensive
experience as trainers of Talent Search professionals, and so were knowledgeable of programs

other than their own.

Most interviews were conducted by telephone, although four were conducted on site
with project directors and the staff. Interviews lasted 45 to 90 minutes each. Prior to the
interview, each project director received a letter describing the purpose of the study and outlining
the issues which would be discussed. Assurance was given that projects and people interviewed
would not be identified in this paper or to the U.S. Department of Education statf. By doing so, it
was hoped that project directors would feel free to express their views more operly than otherwise
might be the case.

Without exception. people willingly shared their experiences and perspectives on
program evaluation. For many. this was one of the few cpportunities they had ever had to

consider project evaluation in a larger content. The interiews reflected @ high degree of
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understanding of and sensitivity to the students served by Talent Search. People interviewed also

were interested in knowing how program effectiveness might be improved, thereby increasing the
likelihood that project participation would result in students enrolling and succeeding in

postsecondary education.

2. Program Models: Similarities and Differences

One interesting question for a national evaluation of Talent Search would be to
determine whether different service delivery models result in different project outcomes. Because
of the federal legislation authorizing Talent Search, the project goals of the 295 currently funded
projects are essentially the same. The federal regulations under which the Talent Search operates

state that the program’s goal is:

"to assist participants to continue in and graduate from secondary schools and enroll
in postsecondary educational programs." (Federal Register/Vol. 47, No. 34,
Subpart A, 643.1, Feb. 19, 1982).

Stated objectives related to this goal are fo identify qualified individuals with potential
for postsecondary education, and encourage such individuals to complete high school and enroll in
postsecondary education, provide them with information about financial aid, and develop their

awareness of educational and career opportunities.

Among the projects surveyed for this study, while the activities used to achieve these
objectives were similar, the models for delivering services to students varied. All projects provided
workshops encompassing information on postsecondary education options, careers and financial
aid, how to select colleges and complete application forms, increasing self awareness, study skills
and test taking. Nearly all projects also provided individualized counseling, application assistance,
and field trips to college campuses, and staff also monitor students’ academic progress. Helping
students locate financial aid and successfully complete the aid application process to secure

enough funding to meet their college costs was snother common feature across projects.
Within this broad framework, the projects surveyed had somewhat different

emphases. depending on the student populatien served and locul circumstances. For example.

projects serving primarily African-American o7 Latino students emphasized cultural awareness
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more than projects serving racially diverse student groups. While most project directors

interviewed considered postsecondary enrollment their primary goal, a few placed equal, or
perhaps more, emphasis on dropout prevention and high school graduation. This was the case for
several rural projects in areas with unusually high dropout rates where, if students did graduate
from high school, there was a strong likelihood of their pursuing postsecondary studies. Projects
also differed in the emphasis placed on carser exploration, goal setting, and self-esteem building.
Projects in geographic areas with large numbers of cclleges (Ohio, Pennsylvania) seemed to
emphasize making college choices more so than projects where the only options are nearby public
institutions.

A number of other differences were found among the projects contacted. Some
differences appear to have little effect on service delivery. Whether or not a project was sponsored
by a community agency or a higher education institution or whether it was associated with an
Educational Opportunity Center, seemed to make little differencs in how services were delivered.
All projects emphasized individual counseling more in 11th and 12th grades and workshops and

group activities with younger students.

One difference that affected the service delivery model was whether the project was in
an urban or rural setting. Urban projects tended to focus on a smaller number of target schools,
serving larger numbers of students at each school. Rural projects served many more schools
scattered throughout large geographic areas. The number of schools served by an urban project

varied from 5 to 17. Rural projects served from 10 to 100 high schools.

Urban projects typically had counselors working with target schools one to three days
a week, while rural projects typically had counselors visiting schools once or twice a month.
Because counselors in urban projects spent more time in a few schools, they tended to see more
students individually than is the case for rural projects. In part. this is because urban projects
encountered difficulties getting teachers to release students from classes for group activities.
Rural projects. on the other hand. worked with students primarily in structured group situations

during the regular school day.

Another difference affecting student participation in urban and rural projects was
competition from other programs. In rural areas, Talent Search was one of the few special

activities offered in a school. In urban settings. by contrast, Taient Search projects competed for




student attention with early-release work precgrams, dropout prevention programs, and numerous
other activities. Urban projects also faced problems with students frequently moving from one
place to another, transferring to other schools, and erratic attendance. In rural projects, there
seemed to be more stability in studenis’ living situations, making it easier for project staff to follow

them over time.

Programs also differed in the degree of parental involvement. A few programs had
frequent individual contact with parents, beginning when students were first recruited for the
project and including home visits. Many projects had attempted parent workshops with varying
degrees of success. Workshops generally were more effective with middle school parents, who are
more actively involved with their chiidren’s education than high school parents. Mailings and
telephone calls to parents at home, particularly in relation to the financial aid application process,

also were common.

Two other significant differences found among programs were the student/counselor
ratios and the per-student cost. Student/counselor ratios varied from 200/450. Per-student costs
in the projects contacted varied from $102 per student to $276 per student. Both urban and rural

projects had high and low stu.¥ st ccunsel or ratios an 1 high and low per-student costs.

Interestingly, postsecondary enrollment rates seemed to bear no relationship to
project differences. Postsecondary enrniiment rates among the 19 projects represented varied
from 60 percent to 90 percent of the graduating seniors served. There were two urban and rural
projects which placed 60 percent of their graduates, while two others placed 90 percent of their
graduates. This raises the question of the extent to which factors such as frequency of student
contact, emphasis on individual counseling versus group workshops, student/counselor ratios, and

per-student cost affect postsecondary enroliment rates of Talent Search participants.

Projects serving large numbers of students who are recent immigrants and whose first
language is not English experienced some special problems. Project directors discussed at length
the challenges of delivering services in multiple lunguages. These included translating publications
into various languages, something they noted as an expensive proposition, and having counselors
who can communicate with parents in their native languages. Such projects also faced the difficult
problem of what to do with illegal aliens. According to federal regulations (Subpart A, 643.3), all

project participants must be U.S. citizens, permanent residents of the U.S.. or otherwise eligible
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non-citizens according to the U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service. Talent Search projects

cannot serve illegal aliens. In target high schools, particularly Hispanic and Haitian populations,
there are large numbers of illegal aliens. In such situations, staff found it awkward recruiting for

Talent Search without adding to the sense of inadequacy of students who do not have legal status.

3. Critical Components of Talent Search

Project directors interviewed were asked to describe the critical components of Talent
Search which contribute to the success of the program in enabling students to complete high school
and enroll in postsecondary education.

Critical components were described in several different ways. Some project directors
talked about the ways Talent Search effects positive changes in student behavior, which result in

students’ furthering their education. Such changes include:

= increasing students’ motivation to graduate from high school and pursue
postsecondary education. Project directors felt that, without Talent Search,
most of the students they serve would not receive encouragement to undertake
higher education;

. increasing students’ awareness of educational and career opportunities;

. increasing students’ self-awareness and self-esteem. Developing students’
confidence in their abilities to succeed in school. Developing in students a "can
do” attitude;

. developing students’ decision making skills; and

= developing students’ capacity to take responsibility for themselves.

Other project directors described the critical components of Talent Search in terms of
program activities which they felt had the most impact on students’ likelihood to further their
education. Informational workshops on career exploration, college selection, and financial aid
were often mentioned. Life skills, SAT preparation, and study skills workshops were also
frequently noted, as was assistance with completing admissions und financial aid applications.
One-on-one counseling with school and personul problems also was viewed as important, including

academic advising. Field trips to college campuses and cultural activities were considered critical.
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Another frequently menticned component involved linking Talent Search participants to

community resources, including social services and enrichment programs.

Advocacy for students in resolving a wide variety of problems was also often
mentioned. Such problems involved teachers, family members and peers. and problems

encountered in college admission and financial aid processes.

Other factors considered important were staff members who served as role models for
students, particularly African-American males, and activities to encourage parents to become
actively involved in helping their children with education planning. Many people mentioned the
importance of the relationship that students establish with Talent Search staff who, for many, are

the first adults they have known who genuinely care that they go to college.

4, Impact of Talent Search

A major focus of the interviews with project directors was the impact Talent Search
has on students, their families, the schools they attend, and their communities. Project directors

had wide-ranging views on the various ways in which Talent Search has impacts upon these groups.
4.1 High Sch-ol Graduation/Postsecondary Enrollment

Everyone interviewed believes that Talent Search participation results in increased
high school graduation and postsecondary enrollment rates for participating students than the
rates for similar students who have not participated in Talent Search or other programs designed
to increase their likelihood of going to college.
42 Financial Aid

People also believe that Talent Search students are more likely to reczive financial aid

than other students, and that the amount of financial aid they receive is likely to be greater than

that received by similar students not involved in Tulent Search.
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43 College Admissions Requirements

People think that Talent Search participants are more likely to complets college
admissions requirements than are other similar students. Specifically, students are more apt to
have taken college preparatory courses and college entrance examinations than their counterparts
not served by Talent Search.

44 Postsecondary Retention

There was considerable disagreement on whether Talent Search participation results
in improved college retention rates for students served as compared with similar students. Some
directors felt strongly that because Taient Search enables students to make more appropriate
college choices, students are more likely to remain in college than they would be otherwise.
Others felt that because the services provided by Talent Search are considerably less than those
provided by Upward Bound or other intensive early intervention programs, Talent Search cannot
be held accountable for students’ success in college. They believe that while Talent Search can
Jead students to the college "gates", projects have little control over how students do once they're
on campus.

4.5 Academic Performance

People also disagreed on whether Talent Search participation results in improved
academic performance. Most people think that this is more likely for students participating in the
recently launched middle school initiative, which focuses more on building academic skills than
does the high school component. With regard o high school participants, some people think that
if Talent Search successfully increases the motivation of students, this results in improved
academic performance. Others believe that without the sustained academic interventions provided
in the middle school initiative or in programs such as Upward Bound. it is unrealistic to expect

significant improvements in students’ academic performance.

In addition to these outcomes, proiect directors identified a number of other areas in

which Talent Search participation has a positive impact on students. parents. schools and
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communities, as described below. These points. which are summarized below, are a composite of

everything mentioned more than once. Some points surfaced frequently, while other were noted
less often.

Information

There was widespread agreement that Talent Search participation increases
knowledge of postsecondary education and career opportunities. Both students and parents have a
much more detailed understanding of types of postsecondary institutions, sources of financial aid,
admissions requirements, and admissions and financial aid application processes than they would
have otherwise. Students have an increased understanding of career options and how to prepare
for them as a result of Talent Search participation. Parents develop a better understanding of the
policies and practices of the public schools that their children attend and how to relate effectively

to teachers and other school staff. This is especially true for middle school parents. Guidance

counselors and teachers at the target schools develop greater understanding of financial aid,
admissions testing and special college programs for minority and other non-traditional students as
a consequence of Talent Search. Many project directors interviewed indicated that, without Talent
Search, students and counselors at the target schools simply would not have access to current

information on higher education and financial aid.

Attipides/Aspirations

People interviewed felt that Talent Search participation results in changes in student
attitudes and aspirations. Students’ perceptions of their future goals change. They are more likely
to have high school graduation and college attendance as goals than similar students not involved
in Talent Search, and to believe that they can be successful in college. They develop increased self-
confidence and higher self-esteem as a result of Talent Search participation, and are more likely to
have an "I can do it" attitude than they had before. Their motivation to do well academically
increases as does their capacity to take responsibility for themselves and their actions. They
display more positive attitudes towards schooling and are more likely to think of themselves as
long-term learners. Talent Search participation also makes students more comfortable with the

college decision making process than other similar students.
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People thought that parents’ attitudes change significantly as a result of their
children’s invoivement in Talent Search. Parents become less skeptical about the value of higher
education and feel more positively about their children going to college than they had previously.
They also develop beliefs that their children are talented and have greater confidence in the future
possibilities for their children. They are more likely to believe that a college education is worth

while for their children to pursue.

There were divergent views on the exteni to which Talent Search changes the
attitudes of target school staff towards students. Some people felt that Talent Search results in
positive changes in the perceptions of counselors and teachers about which students are "college
material" and reduces the ethnic stereotyping of certain groups of students. People also thought
that Talent Search results in increased awarenes. on the part of school staff of the need to provide
career and pre-college guidance to all students, not just those in the top 10 percent. Others
observed that Talent Search has had little impact on helping schools recognize the potential of

first-generation students and expressed disappointment in this fact.

Application Processes

Another positive impact of Talent Search identified by many people is the increased
likelihood of students and parents completing admissions and financial aid application processes.
Most project directors believed that, as a result of Talent Search. students and parents are more
likely to complete college and financial aid applications than they would without the help the-
prograin provides. They also thought that, because of the advocacy provided by Talent Search
counselors. problems commonly encountered in the admissions and financial aid application
processes are more likely to be resoived than they would have been without Talent Search
intervention. People noted that Talent Search participation results in students applying to colleges
they would not have considered without the program’s assistance and encouragement. A few also
thought that students are more likely to apply to four-year colleges than they would have without

Talent Search.
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Effects on Other Family Members

Project directors identified several ways in which Talent Search affects family
members of the students served. They thought that Talent Search participation often results in
other children in a family going to college, especially if the student served by Talent Search
receives an attractive financial aid package. People also thought that, in general, parents are more
likely to encourage other children to consider higher education and more likely to be actively
involved in helping their children plan tor the future. As a result of having a better understanding
of how the schools their children attend operate, people see parents as better equipped to
participate in teacher conferences and to advocate for their children with school staff than they
had seen before. Obviously, this helps nct only the child participating in Talent Search but other
children in the family as well.

Quality of Counseling at Target Schoels

Most people interviewed believe that Talent Search results in improved college
counseling at the target schools for mid-quartile students who otherwise would be unlikely to
receive such guidance. This is true particularly for students whom counselors do not consider
"college material' and who otherwise would be likely to fall through the cracks and not be
encouraged to further their education. The presence of Talent Search in schools was also thought
to demonstrate the need for additional assistance for special groups such as bilingual populations

who otherwise would not have access to a bilingual counselor.

Impact on the Target Communities

In general, people did not have a well-defined sense of the impact that Talent Search
has on the communities in which projects are located. They speculated that there is likely to be
increased community awareness of the availability of financial aid and how to apply for it. They
also thought that there might be somewhat increased community awareness of college
opportunities for low-income students. People serving rural communities observed that Talent
Search dispels widely held myths that college degrees have little worth. Rural communities served

often point to Talent Search graduates who have gone to college and then on to successful careers.
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With regard to youth organizations in the target communities, there was a sense that Talent Search
results in increased involvement of youth leaders in encouraging students to plan for the future

and to consider higher education.

Impact on Postsecondary Institutions

Several people mentioned ways in which they thought contact with project staff and
students affects the postsecondary institutions that Talent Search students attend. Several cited
instances in which colleges modified their admissions and financial aid policies in order to be more
responsive to minority and bilingual students as a result of discussions with Talent Search staff.
Contact with Talent Search staff also increases the understanding of admissions and financial aid
officers of the needs of low-income and minority students, and sometimes results in the provision
of improved student support services for such students. For example, several institutions planned
special orientation workshops for Talent Search graduates in the summer prior to their freshman
year. Talent Search also affects colleges by serving as a training ground for young professionals,
especially minorities, for positions in higher education administration. Several project directors
mentioned staff members who had moved on to positions as financial aid officers or career
counselors in college placement offices. It was felt that without their experience in Talent Search,
such individuals otherwise might not have had opportunities to0 prepare for careers as higher

education professionals.

Another outcome of Talent Search has been the establishment of networks of
organizations and groups concerned with increasing access to higher education for low-income and
minority students in general. Such groups consist of college reprasentatives, high school staff, and
community agency personnel working together to increase educational access and reach out to

students with information and assistance.

S. How to Evaluate Talent Search

The project directors interviewed identified various upprouches for evaluating Talent

Search and documenting program effectiveness. These approsches involve verifving outcomes,
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interviewing students and target school staff, survey instruments. pre- and post-tests, longitudinal

studies beginning with younger students, and success stories.

People thought it would be important to verify the outcome information included on
the annual performance reports submitted by projects to the U.S. Department of Education.
Specific types of data collected are listed in Attachment A. Information that needs to be verified

includes high school graduation and postsecondary enrollment rates.

People suggested comparing such rates with those of similar students not served by
Talent Search, either at other high schools in the region where projects being evaluated are
located, or with a national study such as the National Education Longitudinal Study. Some people
also suggested that the current rates be compared to rates for the same high school prior to Talent
Search services being available. Because some Talent Search projects have been in existence more
than 20 years, this approach would be less likely to produce reliable findings. People also
suggested reviewing high school transcripts and school attendance records of Talent Search

participants to verify improvements in grades and attendance and whether students have taken

coliege preparatory courses.

Most people interviewed thought it would be useful to conduct interviews both with
former students served by Talent Search and with counselors and teachers at the schoals, either on
an individual basis or in focus groups. Interviews with former students might include questions to
determine the congruence between student expectations of Talent Search and how they were
helped, the extent to which students got the information and assistance they wanted, and what
difference this made in terms of what they did after high school. People thought that both students
who enrolled in postsecondary education and those who did not should be interviewed. It was also
suggested that students be asked how their behavior changed once they became involved in Talent
Search, particularly with regard to courses they took, their attitude toward school, and their

involvement in extracurricula: activities.

Interviews with counselors and teachers at the target schools could focus on their
perceptions of how Talent Search made a difference for students in terms of attitudes, behavior.
and achievement. It was strongly recommended that teachers and counselors selected for
interviews be identified by Talent Search staff. [t was also suggested that staff of youth

organizations be interviewed.
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Some people thought that it might be useful to survey a random sample of Talent
Search graduates, as well as counselors in the target schools and parents of Talent Search
participants. The survey could ask people to rank the importance of particular activities in
achieving the goal of students en.olling in higher education. One of the individuals interviewed

had done such a survey and produced interesting findings.

Pre- and post-tests were seen as a way 10 measure increases in the knowledge of

students and parents regarding educational postsecondary opportunities, Careers, and financial aid.

The possibility of a longitudinal study was discussed with regard to students starting
Talent Search in the middle school component. It was thought that such a study would provide an

excellent opportunity to observe changes in attitudes, behaviors. and performance over time.

Several people thought it would be useful to develop profiles of Talent Search
students who have experienced considerable success as a result of their program participation. A
variation of this idea, which was not suggested but might produce interesting insights, would be a
comparative case study of 10 - 12 Talent Search graduates, some of whom were successful and
others who were not. Such a case study might compare students in terms of family history, school

history, peer relationships, and what they did after high school.

Many people expressed concern that, in contacting former students, care be given to
identifying the program in the same way students had identified it. While some Talent Search
projects are known to students as "Talent Search." others have ditferent names. Also, students
whose primary contact with Talent Search counselors is at the target school may not have
identified the Talent Search counseior as someone different from a regular school guidance

counselor.
6. What People Want to Learn From a Nationa! Evaluation

When asked what thev would like to learn from a national evaivation of Talent
Search, people expressed interest in a number of areas. Evervone hopes for validation that Talent

Search makes a difference in students’ prospects for higher education and long term success. They

are also interested in whether particular program characteristics muke a difference in the broad
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outcomes that are achieved, what are the most effective program strategies, and what changes
might be made to improve the likelihood of future Talent Search participants enrolling in and

succeeding in postsecondary education.

The questions which have the greatest interest for the people interviewed relate to the
effectiveness of Talent Search in achieving the program’s overall goals. People want to know if
Talent Search increases the high school graduation rates and postsecondary enrollment rates of
students served and if students receive adequate financial aid. They are also interested in knowing
what types of colleges participants attend and if they are more likely to attend four-year colleges
than similar students who were not served by Talent Search. Some people are also interested in
the types of majors that students select. Since career exploration is an important component of
many projects, people want to know whether the college majors of Talent Search graduates
represent a greater diversity of career areas than would be the case for similar students who did

not participate in Talent Search.

While the majority of people interviewed believe that the success of Talent Search
should not be measured in terms of the retention of participants in college, everyone is interested
in learning about the college experience of Talent Search graduates as compared to the experience
of other students. People would like to know about the experiences of both students who
successfully complete college and students who leave college before completing degrees. In the
case of the latter group, people expressed iuterest in learning what factors contribute to students
leaving college before degree completion. and particularly, to what extent financial aid plays a role

in students leaving. People would also like the national evaluation to document the impact, if any,

that Talent Search has on the families of participants.

Considerable interest was expressed in learning about what it is that Talent Search
does that actually makes a difference. People are interested in whether specific program
characteristics make a difference in the likelihood of students enrolling in higher education. For
instance, is there a direct relationship between particular program features and project success?
Program features that people think may make u difference include student/counselor ratios, the
dollar resources per student. the frequency of student cortuct. und the length of student

participation in the program.
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Many people expressed interest in knowing whether there are some program activities
that make more difference than others in terms of overall impact. For instance, do financial aid
counseling and academic advising make a greater difference than field trips or study skills
workshops? Likewise, people want to know what works and what doesn’t work in terms of specific
program objectives. Particular interest was expressed in activities which are effective in motivating
students to go to college, getting parents involved. and improving student academic preparation.
People also hope that the national evaluation will identify new and innovative program practices

that are effective in reducing high school dropout rates and educating younger students and their

- parents regarding the financial aid process and college costs.

Considerable interest was expressed in what changes could be made in Talent Search
to improve future program effectiveness. People are curious to see if a more clearly defined
model of an effective Talent Search program might emerge from the evaluation findings. They
also are interested in knowing whether certain program adjustments would improve outcomes.
For example. if the student/counselor ratio was reduced from 350/1 to 250/1. or if programs
started working with most students in sixth grade rather than ninth grade, would there be a greater

improvement in high school graduation and postsecondary enrollment rates?

A ]

1. Recommendations

Based on the study findings, the following recommendations regarding a national

evaluation are offered:

1. It might be useful to include several experienced Talent Search project
directors on the advisory committee for a national evaluation. Several of the
project directors interviewed have given considerable thought to program
evaluation. and many have worked diligently over the years to determine how
they can make their programs more effective. Their insights might be quite
useful in developing and reviewing the evaluation design.

!J

The question of what accounts for the 30-point spread in postsecondary
enrollment rates of the programs surveyed should be considered. While the
projects chosen for this study did not represent a random sample, it was
surprising to find no obvious correlation between program characteristics and
postsecondary enrollment rutes. [t would be usetul to understand what factors
contribute to this substantiai difierence in placement rates.
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Based on the interviews conducted, it appears that the environment in that a
Talent Search project operates significantly affects the usefulness of particular
activities or program strategies. For example, it appears that the complexities
found in an urban environment make certain activities which are highly
successful in a rural environment less so for urban students. A national
evaluation might look specifically at such issues.
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The following information is based on a review of the forms from 13 of the projects contacted for

this paper.

Attachment A
PARTICIPANT DATA COLLECTED BY TALENT SEARCH PROJECTS

Participant Characteristics

A.

Personal Information

Sex

Age/Birthdate

Race/Ethnicity

Social Security Number

Physically Handicapped

Family Size, Number Living at Home
Family Income: Amount and source
Citizenship Status

Language Spoken at Home

Parents’ College Education Level (4-year degree or not)
Parents’ Marital Status

School/Academic

Favorite High School Subject

Weakest High School Subject

Expected High School Graduation Date
School Transcripts

Extracurricular Activities

High School/Middle School Attending
SAT/ACT Scores

Colleges Attended

Current Grade Level

Future Plan

Career Goals
Educational Plans
Planned College Major
Employment Status

T:lent Search Participation

Services Requested

High School Courses Taken
Participant Needs Assessment
Academic Work Plan
Teacher Recommendation
Counselor Recommendation
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Services Provided to Participants

Counselor Contact Logs: Maintained for each student

Monthly Counselor Tally Sheet: Summarizes total number of students served in various
categories

Target School Participant Log: List of participants and type of services provided to each
Student Service Record Sheet/Progress Report

. Maintained for each participant
. Summarizes services provided

Participant Outcomes

Participant College Application Summary Sheet

High School Achievement/Graduation

. Transcripts
; . Class rank by year
| . Admissions test scores

Postsecondary Enrollment Status
. Self-reported
. Verified by postsecondary institution

Financial Aid Award (type and amount)

. Self-reported
. Verified by postsecondary institution

Evaluation Data

A.  Target Schools

Teacher Evaluation Forms
Tutor Evaluation Form
Principal Evaluation Form

B.  Participants

College Trip Evaluation
Tutor Evaluation Form
Program Evaluation Form
Workshop Evaluation Form
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Measuring Program Outcomes:
What Impacts are Important to Assess
and What Impacts are Possible to Measure?

Amaury Nora
Alberto F. Cabrera

1. Introduction

The focus of this paper is on the identification of appropriate outcome measures
related to the missions and goals of the Talent Search program. It is believed that the emphasis of
future assessment efforts should be on the outcomes associated with such a program, rather than
in the operation of the program itself, as was the case in the 1975 evaluation of the Talent Search
program (RTI, 1975). Outcomes assessment, instead, is recommended as the main mechanism to
evaluate program_effectiveness (Banta, 1988). The outcomes assessment approach stresses the
products associated with a program as opposed to the specific intervention strategies identified
with the program (Ewell, 1985). If assessment efforts emphasize the intervention strategies
themselves, it is possible to lose sight of what really constitutes program effectiveness. Stressing
outcomes, on the other hand, induces the agency to appropriately revise and articulate
intervention strategies. This paper builds upon the propcsition that the identification of such
outcomes should be driven, on the one hand, by what is known about the college choice process
(Hossler, Braxton, & Coopersmith, 1988) and, on the other hand. by the missions and goals of the
Talent Search program. In this context, outcomes assessment for this program should involve the
systematic process of collecting information documenting the extent to which the Talent Search
program (1) brought about cognitive and affective changes impacting on the development of
student educational aspirations and abilities, (2) enabled the student to appropriately search for
and choose an appropriate institution to attend, and (3) enabled students and their parents to

secure all information pertinent to college attendance (e.g., financial aid).

By looking at what students and graduutes know and are able to do with knowledge
acquired, as well as their perceptions of the quality of the program and services. policy makers and
analysts can obtain important information about the program's ability to meet stated goals. It is
further believed that the impact of such a low-intensity program on the family. the institution, and

the community would be emprically difficult to assess beyond tze intended scope of the program
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itself. Moreover, while the mission of the program embraces both traditional and non-traditional
(adult) student populations, the focus of this paper rests on the. traditional student. One reason
for targeting this student population is that the bulk of federal funding is primarily directed
towards elementary, junior, and high school students. Secondly, and more importantly, substantial
theoretical and empirical research exists as to the process and determinants of college choice for
this group (e.g, Hossler, Braxton, & Coopersmith, 1988; Hossler & Gallagher, 1937, Stage &
Hossler, 1989; Chapman, 1981; Ekstrom, 1983: Manski & Wise, 1983; Sewell & Shah, 1978;
Hauser & Anderson, 1951).

2. A Theoretical Framework Guiding Student College Choice

The model advanced by Hossler, Braxton, and Coopersmith (1988) provides the basis
for a theoretical framework to examine student college choice and for identifying relevant outcome
measures. College choice is seen as a complex process involving four interrelated stages. These
four stages include: (1) development of predispositions to attend college or educational
aspirations, (2) a student’s search for potential institutions to attend. (3) the choice among
alternative institutions, and (4) the actual enrollment in an institution of higher education. In this
context, Talent Search programs are seen as affecting each single stage. Each stage is associated
with a specific age cohort that corresponds to grades 6 through i2. Furthermore. each phase has
particular outcomes that manifest the cognitive and affective development of the student. These
four stages, cumulatively, prepare the high schoc! student to pursue a college educaticn (see Table
1 at the end of this paper). The model also presumes that each phase is the product of particular
determinants or factors. The factors listed for each stage in Table 1 reflect those identified in the
literature as having the strongest effects. Finally. the model specifies that Talent Search program

goals address each single stage in the student college choice process.

2.1 Predisposition Phase

This phase involves the development of occupational and educational aspirations
(Hossler, Braxton, & Coopersmith, 1988; Hossier & Gallagher. 1987). In other words. the high
school student comes to value education und develops the desire to attend college. The

predisposition stage begins as early as the st or seventh grade. and by the end of the ninth
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grade, most students have already developed occupational and educational aspirations (Ekstrom,

1981). The literature suggests that the main determinants of the predisposition stage are:
(1)  the student’s family income or socioeconomic status (SES);

(2) parental levels of education (e.g., father’s education, mother’s education, and
combined level of parent’s eduction),

(3) student ability as measured by GPA, academic test scores, academic standing,
and high school grades;

(4) parental encouragement and support to attend college:
(5) encouragement and support by peers; and

(6) whether or not the student is enrolled in an academic track in high school.

Research has indicated that there is a complex process whereby these factors interact
among themselves in shaping student predispositions to attend college. For instance, Hossier.
Braxton, and Coopersmith’s (1988) review of the literature indicates that the role of SES indirectly
affects how much encouragement parents provide the student and the student’s academic ability.
Parental encouragement, however, has consistently been found to be the strongest predictor of

students’ educational aspirations (Stage & Hossler, 1989).
Outcome Measures of the Predisposition Stage

The following outcomes are appropriate measures associated with the predisposition
phase. These outcome measures include: (1) math, writing, reading, and critical thinking skills
(student ability); (2) perceptions and attituces regarding csreer or occupational aspirations;
(3) perceptions and attitudes regarding the stucent’s educational aspirations; and (4) the student’s

enrollment and participation in a college-bound curriculum.

These specific nutcome measures represent quantifiable variables that can be used in
assessing the effectiveness of a Talent Search program in relation to the first phase. Some
examples of intervention strategies used by Talent Search programs that are related to the
predisposition phase include: (1) career exploration and decision-making workshops:

(2) academic tutorial sessions: (3) visitations 1o postsecondary educational institutions:
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(4) assessing academic potential through standardized tests; (5) self-esteem and self-concept

workshops; and (6) field trips to workplaces for different occupations.

22 Search Phase

The second phase in the college choice process involves the accumulation and
assimilation of information necessary to select institutions for z final choice set. The stage begins
at the point where a student has developed firm ¢ducational aspirations and has embraced the idea
of attending college. Specific to this phase are activities that engage the student in attentive,
active, and interactive endeavors to gather information about potential institutions that may be
considered for enrollment from a number of possibilities. It is at this stage that students begin to
actively interact with potential institutions. Visitiag campuses, securing catalogs. and talking to
friends about college are some of the activities used in seeking such information (Hossler, Braxton
& Coopersmith, 1988). Moreover, it is believed that the communication strategies used by
different institutions to attract students to their respective campuses is extremely varied and that
the quality of the searching process by students and their families varies according to their
socioeconomic status (Hossler & Gallagher, 1957). The student’s choice set consists of a group of
colleges and universities that he or she has decided to consider and seek information about in

order to make a better final matriculation decision.

The search phase not only begins at the time that a student acquires a desire to attend
college, but has also been found to be associated with a specific grade and age cohort. This stage
usually begins by the 10th grade and continues during the 11th grade and, at times. on through to
the middle of the 12th grade.

Four factors have been found to directly affect the search stage in the college choice

process:

(1)  the acquisition of established educational aspirations by students:

(2) the identification of occupational plans by high school students wanting to
attend college:

(3) the student’s family income or socioeconomic status (SES); ard

.
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(4) the saliency of potential institutions.

The degree of sophistication reflected in a student’s search is also related to (5)
student ability. Those students with higher ability (as measured by standardized test scores) and
parental income are more likely to expand both the geographical range and the quality of the
institutions that they consider (Hossler & Gallagher. 1987). Moreover, those students who do not
possess those abilities and do not come from higher socioeconomic levels have a tendency to rely
almost exclusively on high scliool counselors or such informal sources as friend: for advice. It is
because of these circumstances associated with the search stage that assessment of Talent Search

programs must focus on their efforts in making students and parents aware of the diversity of

postsecondary optiors that are available to them and thereby affecting the choice set established

by the student.

Ontcome Measures of the Search Phase

Three outcomes are associated with the search phase of the college choice process:
(1) the choice set or the listing of tentative instiiutions by students wanting to attend college; (2)
narrowing the list of institutions; and (3) gathering information on each institution in the choice

set.

Examples of intervention strategies that address the search process by the Talent
Search program include: (1) counseling to provide assistance to students in narrowing their
postsecondary programs and institutional choices; (2) collecting and disseminating information
regarding the variety of postsecondary educational opportunities: (3) providing academic tutorial

sessions; and (4) participation in "College Days" activities.

23 Choice Phase

While the search phase is exploratory in nature, the choice stage is one of evaluating
the potential postsecondary alternatives and initiating the application process (Hossler &
Gallagher, 1987; Hossler, Braxton, & Coopersmith. 1288). Students at this stage are engaged in

synthesizing information about institutional attributes, developing strong preferences about
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particular institutions, evaluating their academic abilities in relation to admission requirements,
and pondering about their choices for financing their college education. A characteristic of the
choice phase is the dynamic nature of the evaluation process engaged by both the student and his
or her familv. Perceptions regarding institutional characteristics among those institutions
identified in the choice set are continuously expanded and, subsequently, preferences among the
colleges and universities chosen may vary from one moment to another. Acquisition of additional
information from catalogs, counselors, friends, relatives, and agencies add to the cumulative
information from which the student can evaluate his final choice. A matching process between the
student’s academic abilities, his potential to meet tuition costs, the proximity of the institution
selected, and other instituticnal attributes and the student’s final selection exemplifies this stage.
What most characterizes the choice phase is the role of perceptions in shaping the evaluative
processes. The quality of the information acquired plays a key role as to whether or not the

evaluation process leads to correct decisions.
Factors which have been found to be determinants of the choice stage include:

(1)  the student’s educational and occupational aspirations;
(2) family income and socioeconomic status (SES);

(3) student academic ability;

(4) parental educational attainment;

(5) the degree of parental encouragement and support towards particular
institutions; :

(6) students’ perceived institutional attributes such zs the quality and prestige of
the institution, campus life, major field of study, geographic location; and

(7) the students’ perceived ability to pay educational costs.

It has been suggested that both SES and student ability are positively associated with
the selection of more prestigious institutions with higher admissions standards.  As the
socioeconomic status and/or scholastic aptitude of the student increases, the more likely it is that
he or she will apply to more prestigious institutions. Likewise. financial considerations (e.g., cost
of attending a:d financial aid) have been found to be associated with the selection of institutions

and with the submission of applications to institutions. Hzwever. the strongest determinants of the
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cheice phase are these factors related to parenial expectations, SES, and student ability (Hossler,
Braxton, & Coopersmith, 1988).

Qutcome Measures of the Chcice Phase

Six outcome measures are associated with the choice stage: (1) awareness of
institutional attributes and admission criteria; (2) attaning scholastic attitudes and aptitudes
necessary to attend 2 particular institution; (3) perceived support from family and friends to attend
a particular institution; (4) commitments to attend a particular institution; (5) awareness of college

expenses and financial aid; and (6) submission of applications.

Some examples of intervention strategies employed by Talent Search programs to
produce those outcomes associated with the choice phase are: (1) counseling assistance in filling
out admissions, financial aid, and application forms; (2) collecting and disseminating information
regarding student financial aid and academic assistance; (3} tutorial sessions and summer

programs to enhance student academic ability; and (4) college orientation workshops.

2.4 Enrollment

Although the literature typically identifies enroliment as a characte:istic of the choice
phase (Hossler & Gallagher, 1937; Stage & Hossler, 1989), it is important to make a distinction
between the selection of the final institutions to which students apply to and actual enrollment.
While in the choice stage, students develop strong dispositions to attend a particular institution.

the enrollment phase is characterized by the final selection of an institution and actual attendance.

The literature is consistent as to what factors most affect participation rates (Hossler.
Braxton, & Coopersmith. 1988; St. John, 1991: Juckson, 1988). These factors include: (1)
increased aspirations for higher levels of educational attainment; (2) familv income and
socioeconomic status (SES): (3) improved acudemic preparation in elementary and high school:
(4) parental educational attainment; (5) the degree of parental encouragement and support toward
particular institutions; (6) a studenl’s commitment t0 4 particular institution: (7) student

perceptions of net costs; and (8) financial aid availubility at the selected institution.
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Studies have found that not only is the reception of financial aid positively related to
enrollment rates (Jackson, 1988; St. John, 1990 a,b; St. John & Noell, 1989) but that perceptions
associated with financial aid offers are as likely to affect the participation rates of students (St.
John, 1991). Financial considerations have an impact on decisions as to whether or not to attend

college and what institution to attend (Porter, 1991).

Outcome Measures of the Enroliment Phase

Three outcome measures are associated with the enroliment stage: (1)
preregistration; (2) applying for financial aid; and (3) enroliment and attendance in the selected
institution. Some examples of interventions that Talent Search programs have used that address
the enrollment stage include: (1) counseling in filling out admissions. financial aid. and application

forms; and (2) checking on the status of admussion, financial aid. and actual enrollment of students.

3. Assessment Issues

This paper is based on the proposition that the assessment of Talent Search programs
should begin with a set of assﬁmptions regarding the objective of the program, that is, college
choice. It is presumed that college choice itself is a complex process comprised of four stages and
that each stage has unique outcomes and age cohorts associated with each phase. Furthermore,
because of these two characteristics, it is suggested that the assessment of Talent Search programs
be driven by the unique nature of the oL 'comes associated with each phase. It is also believed that
a Talent Search program cannot be evaluated as a single effort. Rather, the assessment of Talent
Search should be viewed as a series of evaluations directed at different subcomponents that

attempt to address different stages in the college choice process.

In the following discussion, we suggest who the most appropriate evaluation
participants might be in assessing Talent Search programs. identifv possible data collection
approaches. and discuss methods of analyzing dat. related to Talent Search. The last column of

Table 1 (at the end of this paper) parallels the discussion below.




31 Participants and Respondents in a Talent Search Evaluation

Previous evaluation efforts have focused on the deliverv mechanism under the
assumption that such an evaluation approach would lead to improvement of the delivery system
with subsequent spill-over effects on attaining the outcomes (RTI. 1975; Franklin, 1985). This
approach, however, totally disregards the recipient of such services by not acquiring pertinent
information as to whether or not the program meets its objectives (Ewell, 1991). Both approaches

should be used in evaluating the effectiveness and success of the Talent Search program, but the
assessment of outcomes should be stressed.

Although it is important to secure tallies on the number of students receiving services,
using frequencies of participation rates. retention rates, the number of students who actually
enroll, and opinions from administrators and staff, this information merely reflects a static and
one-sided view of the program. It is more important to obtain information on the development of
student attitudes and behaviors that research indicates are good predictors of college choice and

college attendance. This ‘uformation can be enriched by surveying parents, local high school

counselors and administrators, and college counselors and recruiters regarding their attitudes of
the Talent Search program and services. This strategy has been pointed out as the most dynamic
and comprehensive component of the evaluation process (Ewell, 1991).

Methods for Developing Databases

Appropriate Talent Search databases should not rely only on ad hoc questionnaires.
Those in charge of developing databases for future evaluation purposes should consider
developing or employing instruments that evolve out of theory. whose validity and reliability can be
well-documented, and that additionally tap critical attitudinal, cognitive, effective, and behavioral
measures related to the college choice process. This approach will znable comparisons across the
different phases and modalities of the subcomponents of the Talent Seurch program. Data
collection should also parallel specific periods when programmatic and personal characteristics are
most likely to exhibit their strongest effects on college choice (Cabrera. Stamgen. & Hansen,
1990). Annually collected data will also help o identify short-term etfects. as well as recurring

effects, among motivational and ability variabies. Researchers should also consider developing
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additional sources of information that will enable them to validate the extent to which the program

(interventions) had the desired effects (e.g.. college transcripts, high school transcripts).

Two modes of data collection appear appropriate for collecting information on outcome
measures identified in Table 1. Cross-sectional data collection strategies can be employed to
provide a profile of both student and program characteristics, identify the extent to which the
intervention strategies reach the target population, document current levels of satisfaction with
particular intervention strategies, and collect retrospective information from recipients regarding
the quality of the services, availability of services. and the degree of engagement in program

activities.

On the other hand, longitudinal databases following specific cohorts over time can be
used to assess the carry-over effects of factors from one phase to another. These databases can
help to document the extent to which the intervention strategies bring about changes in students’
educational and occupational aspirations, academic progress, and awareness of pertinent financial
and institutional options. In addition, longitudinal databases cun be used to estimate probabilities
describing student movements among intervention strategies aimed at the four phases of the
college choice process. The databases can also be merged with future databases tracking ex-
recipients of Talent Search services throughout their postsecondary experiences. Such databases
that capture college enroliment behavior, transfer, stopout behavior. and persistence to graduation
can be used to document the extent to which particular types of programmatic intervention

strategies are more likely to yield satisfactory results.

Subsequently, the longitudinal approach in developing databases can answer
important questions such as: Does the same cohort make progress at each phase of the college
choice process? Do recipients take advantage of different services? Do these students graduate
from high school? Do recipients actually enroll in higher education ins